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Chapter 1: Introduction
Spirituality can be a component of supporting students’ well-being and resilience (Cotton
et al., 2005; Crawford et al., 2006; Ebstyne King & Benson, 2006), which is a priority for
educators and school-based mental healthcare providers. However, there are various reasons why
educators may not intentionally include spirituality in discussions in their classroom (e.g., little
knowledge about the topic, fearing complaints from parents, unsure of what is legal; Lewy &
Betty, 2007). In fact, little research in the field of school psychology has focused on religion or
spirituality at all, and most of the articles that have been published on this topic consider religion
and spirituality as cultural diversity, rather than resiliency, factors (Parker et al., 2020). Research
exploring spirituality in the school setting can expand the ways educators and school-based
mental healthcare providers support students.
Most literature on the topic of spirituality uses the terms religion and spirituality
interchangeably, although they are different concepts (Hage, 2006). While religion generally
refers to an institutionalized system of beliefs and a faith community, spirituality generally refers
to transcendent beliefs related to life’s meaning or purpose (Cervantes & Parham, 2005; Hage,
2006). Spirituality can promote resilience in youth, which refers to positive development in the
context of adversity (Crawford et al., 2006). Through fostering meaning and purpose, spirituality
may provide a buffer for the effects of adverse life experiences and everyday stressors that youth
experience (Cotton et al., 2005; Kim & Seidlitz, 2002).
Spiritual development is a component of human development related to an understanding
of oneself in relation to something larger (Ebstyne King & Benson, 2006; Roehlkepartain et al.,
2006), and it is both fostered and manifested through qualities such as love, identity, and wonder
(Hart, 2006; Mata-McMahon et al., 2019). It is important for youth to explore purpose and
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meaning in their various social contexts, including school, in order to develop spiritually
(Borgman, 2006; Dean Schwartz et al., 2006; Ebstyne King & Benson, 2006; Roehlkepartain et
al., 2006). To support students’ spiritual development, educators and school-based mental
healthcare providers need to know what experiences of spirituality look like for children in the
school setting. For example, these experiences may be related to time in nature (Hart, 2006;
Mata, 2014; Mata-McMahon et al., 2019), asking questions (Hart, 2006), and engaging in quiet
activities that allow for reflection (Bone et al., 2007; Hart, 2006; Mata, 2014; Mata-McMahon et
al., 2019). Friendships and expressing empathy, compassion, and respect can also be spiritual
experiences for children (Bone et al., 2007; Dean Schwartz et al., 2006; Hart, 2006).
These transcendent aspects of relationships illustrate how spiritual development overlaps
with components of social-emotional development. Social-emotional learning (SEL) in schools,
which includes supporting students’ self-awareness, self-management, social awareness,
relationship skills, and responsible decision-making, is a method of addressing overall mental
health for students (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2020).
Students who participated in SEL interventions had better SEL skills, attitudes towards self and
others, social behaviors, and academic performance, and they had reduced conduct problems and
emotional distress compared to students who did not participate in an intervention (Durlak et al.,
2011; Greenberg et al., 1995; Taylor et al., 2017).
Aspects of spirituality align with each of the five components of SEL. For example,
friendships are a transcendent experience which help children learn skills related to social
awareness (Dean Schwartz et al., 2006), and identity exploration, a component of self-awareness,
occurs through the aspects of spiritual development related to meaning and purpose (Ebstyne
King & Benson, 2006). Further, scholars have specifically recommended supporting SEL
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development in order to foster spiritual development in school settings (Mata-McMahon et al.,
2019). Because little research in the field of school psychology has examined spirituality, the
current study contributes to the existing literature by exploring the relationship between SEL and
spirituality in the public school setting and how spiritual development can be supported through
SEL to foster resilience among students.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
School Psychology and Spirituality
Spirituality is not often discussed in public education in the United States, broadly, or in
school psychology, specifically. Public school teachers may intentionally leave discussions of
spirituality out of their classrooms for a variety of reasons. For example, they may have little
knowledge about the topic themselves, fear complaints from parents who are concerned about
their children’s religious or spiritual exposure, or be unsure about what is truly allowed in the
classroom according to the separation of church and state and the First Amendment to the United
States Constitution (Lewy & Betty, 2007). Despite the absence of explicit spiritual discussions in
the classroom, educators and school-based mental healthcare providers seek to support students’
well-being and resilience, of which spirituality can be a part (Cotton et al., 2005; Crawford et al.,
2006; Ebstyne King & Benson, 2006).
Although spirituality is understood to support positive development, there is little
research in school psychology that has explored religion or spirituality or has contributed to
school psychologists’ knowledge and practice in this area (Parker et al., 2020). Only 17 of 4,534
articles published between 2003 and 2018 in nine school psychology journals were related to
religion or spirituality, and most of those focused on religion and spirituality as dimensions of
cultural diversity (Parker et al., 2020). Further research in school psychology to explore
spirituality as a resilience factor that can be fostered in the school setting may help educators and
school-based mental healthcare providers support students in additional ways.
Defining Spirituality and Spiritual Development
Most prior research uses the terms religion and spirituality synonymously, and though
there may be overlap in some contexts, these terms are not interchangeable (Hage, 2006).
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Spirituality, not religion, is the focus of the present study; therefore, the distinction between the
two terms is important. Religion is more concrete than spirituality, and generally refers to
involvement in an institutionalized or organized system of beliefs, values, rituals, traditions, and
a faith community (Cervantes & Parham, 2005; Hage, 2006). Spirituality, on the other hand, is
abstract and has more varied definitions than religion. Its Latin root, spiritus, means breath or life
force, and spirituality generally refers to transcendent beliefs or human qualities, often related to
life’s meaning or purpose, connectedness with something beyond the self, and experiences of
awe (Cervantes & Parham, 2005; Ebstyne King & Benson, 2006; Hage, 2006; Roehlkepartain et
al., 2006).
Spiritual development is understood to be an aspect of human development, in addition to
cognitive, social, emotional, and moral development (Roehlkepartain et al., 2006). Given that the
concept of spiritual development is relatively new and complex, there is no single definition;
however, conceptualizations of spiritual development emphasized an emerging understanding of
oneself in the context of something larger (Ebstyne King & Benson, 2006; Roehlkepartain et al.,
2006). Scholars have identified specific qualities of experiences in childhood which facilitate and
demonstrate spiritual development, including love and connection, identity and character, and
wonder and wisdom (Hart, 2006; Mata-McMahon et al., 2019). Importantly, Hart (2006)
emphasized that children may develop and express spirituality in different ways, such as being
more empathetic or philosophical than other children.
Spirituality and Wellness Outcomes
Spirituality is a factor that can promote resilience in youth and protect against negative
mental and behavioral health outcomes, such as depressive symptoms and health risk behaviors
(e.g., violence, substance use, risky sexual behaviors; Cotton et al., 2005). Resilience refers to
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positive development in the context of adversity and is facilitated through factors such as hope,
belief that life has meaning, and a sense of belonging (Crawford et al., 2006). Spirituality, which
fosters a sense of meaning and purpose, may buffer the effects of stress and provide support for
youth navigating both adverse life experiences and various daily challenges (Cotton et al., 2005;
Kim & Seidlitz, 2002). For instance, individuals with higher spiritual transcendence scores
experiencing higher stress were less likely to report negative affect or physical symptoms than
individuals with lower spiritual transcendence scores, demonstrating the buffering effect of
spirituality on the adverse outcomes of daily stressors (Kim & Seidlitz, 2002).
Similarly, among a sample of adolescents engaging in disruptive behavior or from lowincome or minorized backgrounds, higher levels of existential well-being predicted lower levels
of trait anxiety (Davis et al., 2003). Existential well-being is a measure of spiritual well-being
related to life purpose and life satisfaction, and Davis and colleagues (2003) suggest that
adolescents with greater existential well-being believe that their futures are moving in a positive
direction and that their lives have meaning and are fulfilling, which may contribute to lower trait
anxiety. Therefore, supporting discovery of meaning and purpose, components of spiritual wellbeing, can help promote positive outcomes for marginalized youth (Davis et al., 2003).
Spirituality provides a context for youth to consider identity, purpose, meaning, and
contribution to something larger than themselves, supporting both a sense of self and a sense of
connectedness (Ebstyne King & Benson, 2006). These aspects of identity and belonging are
important to general well-being, which focuses on positive individual outcomes, and thriving,
which further includes contribution to the common good (Ebstyne King & Benson, 2006). Thus,
spiritual development influences positive outcomes for individual youth themselves as well as
their prosocial thoughts and behaviors in their relationships with others. Adolescents
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experiencing more spiritual growth reported higher levels of life satisfaction, positive emotions,
and prosocial behavior, indicating that high and increasing levels of spirituality can positively
impact adolescents’ lives and their interactions with others (Kor et al., 2019). Kelley and Miller
(2007) further explain that daily spiritual experiences, rather than beliefs, practices, or “rare
mystical experiences” (p. 252) predict life satisfaction among adolescents. Therefore, spirituality
can influence how youth perceive themselves and their lives and should be integrated into
interventions to promote positive development and foster resilience (Crawford et al., 2006;
Kelley & Miller, 2007; Kor et al., 2019).
Conceptualizing Spirituality in Educational Settings
Children exist in multiple social contexts, including families, schools, and communities,
which influence all aspects of their development, including spiritual development (Dean
Schwartz et al., 2006; Roehlkepartain et al., 2006). In order to develop spiritually, which is both
an individual and relational experience, youth need opportunities to explore purpose, beliefs, and
meaning in these contexts (Ebstyne King & Benson, 2006; Roehlkepartain et al., 2006).
Recognizing the importance of spirituality on youth well-being, Borgman (2006) emphasized the
need to intentionally support its development “in places where children and adolescents are
educated and served, with the teachers and workers who lead them” (p. 442). Thus, it is evident
that although spirituality is not explicitly discussed in the school setting, it is a place where
spiritual development does and should take place.
In educational settings, spiritual development can be conceptualized by attending to
“matters of the heart” in addition to “head knowledge” (Borgman, 2006, p. 436). Bone and
colleagues (2007) further explained that in educational contexts, spirituality occurs in
relationships and everyday experiences, such as those related to compassion and wonder. It is
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important for educators and school-based mental healthcare providers to be aware of what these
daily experiences of spirituality can look like in the school setting, so that they can be included
and student engagement can be supported more intentionally. For example, time in nature can
often inspire wonder, and educators have recognized that activities incorporating nature can be
spiritual experiences for children (Hart, 2006; Mata, 2014; Mata-McMahon et al., 2019).
Additionally, children express wonder in school settings by frequently asking questions,
both big and small (Hart, 2006). The classroom environment can often close off this spiritual
experience for children, rather than nurturing it. For example, students may perceive the school
system to be focused on their ability to correctly answer questions rather than express their own
questions (Hart, 2006), or busy teachers may give students quick answers rather than responding
with care and encouragement (Bone et al., 2007). Educators have recognized that providing
opportunities for students to participate in slower-paced, quiet activities (e.g., yoga, meditation,
flexible schedules, quiet spaces) that allow for reflection, listening, concentration, and
exploration is important for spiritual development and expression (Bone et al., 2007; Hart, 2006;
Mata, 2014; Mata-McMahon et al., 2019).
Relationships and care for others is another manifestation of spiritual development and
expression among children in school settings. Educators intentionally foster respect and
relationships in the classroom, and children develop friendships in school, both of which support
children in moving beyond the self and finding connection, meaning, and belonging (Dean
Schwartz et al., 2006; Ebstyne King & Benson, 2006; Mata-McMahon et al., 2019). Examples of
these moments can include children’s experiences of empathy and compassion as they want to
help others, community as they feel welcomed as part of a group, and respect as their ideas are
listened to and valued (Bone et al., 2007; Hart, 2006).
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Therefore, the awareness of oneself in the context of others and the ability to build
friendships are examples of transcendent and spiritual experiences that are related to components
of social-emotional development. The behavioral perspective of spiritual wellness more
specifically includes social-emotional skills such as identifying and expressing feelings,
communicating effectively, setting goals, and resolving conflicts as ways to develop spirituality
among youth in the school setting (Ingersoll & Bauer, 2004).
Social-Emotional Learning (SEL)
Social-emotional learning (SEL) in schools is a way to address overall mental health for
students, as a child’s coping skills are related to emotional awareness and regulation and social
understanding (Greenberg et al., 1995). SEL, as described by the Collaborative for Academic,
Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), includes five core competencies and involves
supporting students’ emotional and behavioral growth across all areas of their daily lives
(CASEL, 2020). The core competencies of SEL are shown in Figure 1. They include selfawareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decisionmaking within students’ classrooms, schools, families, and communities (CASEL, 2020).
As described by CASEL (2020), self-awareness includes identifying emotions and how
they influence behavior, an accurate self-perception including strengths and limitations, selfconfidence, and self-efficacy. Self-management involves regulating one’s emotions and
behaviors (e.g., impulse control, self-motivation) and involves the ability to set and work
towards goals. Social awareness refers to perspective-taking and empathy, including respect for
people from different cultural backgrounds than one’s own. Relationship skills include
communication, listening, cooperation, and conflict resolution, which foster positive relationship
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building. Responsible decision-making involves identifying and solving problems by analyzing
situations and considering the well-being of oneself and others in evaluating consequences.

Figure 1
Core Competencies of Social-Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2020)

Note. This figure illustrates the five core competencies of SEL supported within the various
settings and contexts of students’ environments.

SEL Interventions and Wellness Outcomes
Helping students develop SEL skills contributes to overall well-being, including positive
mental health, behavior and academic performance. Students who had participated in an SEL
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intervention had better SEL skills (i.e., identifying emotions, goal setting, perspective taking,
conflict resolution, decision making) compared to students who had not participated in an
intervention (Durlak et al., 2011; Greenberg et al., 1995; Taylor et al., 2017). Specifically
regarding emotional understanding, students that participated in an intervention demonstrated
improvements in naming and providing examples of feelings and in understanding hiding,
managing, and recognizing other’s feelings (Greenberg et al., 1995).
SEL interventions have also improved attitudes towards self and others (i.e., self-esteem,
self-efficacy, prosocial beliefs), positive social behaviors (i.e., getting along with others in
naturalistic settings), and academic performance (i.e., standardized achievement test scores,
overall GPA), while reducing conduct problems (i.e., noncompliance, aggression, bullying) and
emotional distress (i.e., depression, anxiety, stress) compared to students who do not receive
interventions (Durlak et al., 2011; Taylor et al., 2017).
Positive benefits of SEL skills are evident years following program participation
(Hawkins et al., 2008; Jones et al., 2015; Taylor et al., 2017). SEL skills in kindergarten were
found to be predictive of a number of well-being indicators in adolescence and adulthood (Jones
et al., 2015). Early prosocial behavior was related to graduating from high school, completing
college, and obtaining stable employment (Jones et al., 2015). Early prosocial behavior was
negatively related to the number of years receiving special education services, repeating grades
in high school, receiving public assistance, involvement with police, days of binge drinking and
marijuana use, and years taking medication for emotional or behavioral concerns through high
school (Jones et al., 2015).
Similarly, students who participated in an SEL intervention in elementary school
demonstrated better overall well-being at 24 and 27 years old than students who had not received
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the intervention (Hawkins et al., 2008). Those who received the intervention were more likely to
be at or above the median socioeconomic status by age 27 and more likely to participate in
community groups at age 24 compared to the control group (Hawkins et al., 2008). They also
had fewer symptoms of mental health disorders and lower prevalence of sexually transmitted
diseases at ages 24 and 27 compared to the control group (Hawkins et al., 2008). These results
indicate the lasting benefits of supporting students’ SEL development in the elementary school
years (Jones et al., 2015).
Spirituality and SEL
Some scholars have criticized the lack of spirituality in programs that address emotional,
moral, and intellectual development, because they omit an essential aspect of character
development (Kor et al., 2019). Although spirituality is often not explicitly discussed within the
public education setting in the United States, the elements of SEL seem to overlap with various
components of spirituality as shown in Table 1. Therefore, SEL programs may implicitly include
spirituality. For instance, Kim and Esquivel (2011) explained that SEL programs in schools
improve relationship skills and attitudes towards serving others, which contribute to students’
spiritual development. Similarly, friendships help children learn about empathy and forgiveness
(Dean Schwartz et al., 2006), skills important to social awareness and relationships.
Additionally, Ebstyne King and Benson (2006) noted that the aspects of spiritual development
related to meaning and belonging are important for identity exploration, which overlaps with
self-awareness. Among the conceptualizations of spirituality explained above, there are
components that aligns with each of the five components of SEL. In fact, developing social and
emotional skills has been specifically recommended for supporting spiritual development among
children in educational settings (Mata-McMahon et al., 2019).
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Table 1
Overlapping Constructs of Social-Emotional Learning and Spirituality
SEL

Spirituality

Self-awareness

Identifying one’s feelings

Self-management

Goal setting

Social awareness

Empathy

Relationship skills

Effective communication

Responsible decision making

Conflict resolution

Note. Constructs obtained from the following sources: CASEL, 2017; Dean Schwartz et al.,
2006; Ingersoll & Bauer, 2004

Current Study
Thus far, little school psychology research has explored the role of spirituality in this
field (Parker et al., 2020), although spirituality is understood to be a resiliency factor for youth
(Cotton et al., 2005; Crawford et al., 2006; Ebstyne King & Benson, 2006). Therefore, the
current study contributes to the existing school psychology literature regarding spirituality by
examining how spirituality can be promoted in the public school setting in order to support
students’ well-being. Prior research has explored manifestations of spiritual development and
expression in schools (Borgman, 2006; Bone et al., 2007; Mata, 2014; Mata-McMahon et al.,
2019), and noted overlap between spiritual development and social-emotional development (Kim
& Esquivel, 2011; Mata-McMahon et al., 2019), which is already used in schools to support
students’ mental health (Durlak et al., 2011; Greenberg et al., 1995; Taylor et al., 2017).
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The aims of the current qualitative research study explored teachers’ perspectives of the
relationship between SEL and spirituality in the public school setting and how SEL can be used
to promote spiritual development and resilience among students. Results of this study support
our understanding of ways for educators and school-based mental health professionals to support
students’ well-being. Specifically, there were four aims in the study:
Aim 1 examined teachers’ perspectives of spirituality in the public school setting.
Aim 2 examined teachers’ perspectives of SEL in the public school setting.
Aim 3 examined teachers’ perspectives of the relationship between spirituality and SEL
in the public school setting.
Aim 4 examined teachers’ perspectives of supporting spiritual and/or social-emotional
development in the classroom to promote resilience among students.
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Chapter 3: Method
The current study used qualitative methodology and analysis to explore public school
teachers’ perspectives of 1) SEL, 2) spirituality, 3) the relationship between these two concepts
in the public school setting, and 4) supporting spiritual and/or social-emotional development in
the classroom to promote resilience among students. Currently, there is no established theory to
inform how SEL can help promote spiritual development and resilience among children in the
public school setting. Therefore, the current study adopted a discovery-oriented and inductive
approach, which can provide the basis for building theory, initiating new opportunities for
research, and improving treatment practice through approaching the topic to be explored as a
complex phenomenon (Bernal & Scharrón-del-Río, 2001).
Researchers and Researcher Biases
Primary Investigator
I was the primary investigator of the current study. My worldview is informed by my
experience as a young female school psychology graduate student and my awareness of my
privileged identities (e.g., White, Christian, cisgender, heterosexual). This perspective may have
negatively impacted my ability to objectively analyze the data in the current study. For example,
I may have seen overlap between SEL and spirituality that was not there or interpreted aspects of
spirituality differently from the participants as a result of my background and current role as a
school psychology graduate student. This could have led to inaccurate conclusions; therefore, it
was important to include multiple coders who brought various perspectives to the data in order to
reduce bias.
Research Assistants
All research assistants were members of the Culturally Responsive Evidence-based
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practices in School Psychology (CRESP) lab. Three undergraduate research assistants were
recruited to work on this project. Including these additional perspectives helped decrease
individual researcher bias as we read, coded, and interpreted the data. It is likely that all research
assistants would have had different levels of familiarization with the research topic and process.
Therefore, at the beginning of the Fall 2021 semester, all research assistants were given
resources to become familiar with the topic as well as training about each step of the coding
process and using NVivo software. Additionally, two doctoral students in the CRESP lab, one a
school psychology student and one a clinical psychology student, and the director of the CRESP
lab, a school psychology faculty member, participated in discussions about the results throughout
the data analysis process.
Procedure
Participants
Public school teachers who were 18 years of age or older and currently teach
Kindergarten to Grade 12 (K-12) in the United States participated in the current study. Before
they were contacted, approval was obtained from the University of Montana Institutional Review
Board (IRB). Participants were required to be current K-12 public school teachers in the United
States who speak English, did not have a personal relationship with the principal investigator,
and did not work on a tribal reservation in order to be eligible.
Sample Size
Sample size in the current study was determined by saturation. Saturation, or the point at
which no new themes or information are identified in the data, is an ongoing determination rather
than a specific observation (Saunders et al., 2018). In the current study, the number of interviews
needed for saturation to occur was estimated before data was collected. Rather than waiting for
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all data to be collected and coded before discussing whether saturation was reached, analysts
considered saturation throughout the coding process. By constantly comparing the information
and codes present in each transcript to previously coded transcripts, coders obtained a sense of
whether saturation would be reached. Prior research suggested that 12 interviews may be
sufficient for saturation to occur, however the structure and content of the interviews and the
homogeneity of participants may influence the number of interviews needed to reach saturation
(Guest et al., 2006).
All participants were asked a similar series of questions, which reduces the number of
interviews needed for saturation (Guest et al., 2006), but the interview content (i.e., spirituality)
was “difficult to grab” (Morse, 2000, p. 4) and participants had varied experiences, which may
have increased the number of interviews needed to reach saturation (Guest et al., 2006).
Considering these guidelines, I estimated that 12 interviews would be sufficient to reach
saturation in the current study. If saturation had not been reached after 12 interviews, additional
participants would have been interviewed. To determine if saturation had been reached, all data
analysts participated in a discussion considering factors such as how many new codes were
created when analyzing the final transcript compared to the first, which can help assess whether
new information or themes were still being identified in the data. Twelve interviews were
determined to be sufficient for the current study.
Recruitment
Participants were recruited by snowball sampling via Facebook. I posted an invitation to
participate with the link to the eligibility survey and recruitment flyer including a QR code on
my Facebook page (see Appendix A). The post included a short description of the study and
eligibility criteria. In addition to inviting my Facebook friends to participate, the post also invited
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others to share the post. In this way, individuals who I was not directly connected with were
invited to participate in the study. The recruitment flyer was also shared on the Facebook and
Twitter accounts of the CRESP Lab, of which I am a member.
The inclusion criteria (i.e., current K-12 public school teacher) ensured that participants
were selected intentionally and to maximize bias so that the perspectives gathered were the most
descriptive of the topic at hand (Morse, 2003). Purposefully sampling in this way is more
suitable for observing a complex phenomenon in-depth rather than generalizing to a whole
population (Dworkin, 2012). Snowball sampling was used to recruit eligible participants for this
study. This is a convenience sampling method, which allows researchers to recruit participants
among their acquaintances, who are also asked to share the study with people they know
(Naderifar et al., 2017). This method is useful because it allows for both efficient recruitment and
rapport-building, as the participants either know the researcher or were referred by someone they
know (Naderifar et al., 2017). In the current study, snowball sampling occurred via Facebook
and also allowed for recruitment of participants with varied backgrounds (e.g., not all working at
the same school).
Interviews
All interviews were conducted, recorded, and transcribed using Zoom, and then uploaded
to NVivo for qualitative data analysis. Interviews were conducted using a semi-structured
format, allowing the researcher to follow and stray from a guide that included questions or topics
to cover throughout the conversation (Bernard, 2006). This semi-structured format is beneficial
for interviews in which the researcher may not have another opportunity to gather information
from the participants, such as teachers in the current study (Bernard, 2006).
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Measures
Eligibility to participate was determined by participants’ responses to an online Qualtrics
survey (see Appendix B). Individuals who were eligible to participate were contacted at the
email address they provided on the online survey to complete an online demographics
questionnaire and to schedule an interview.
Prior to the interview, participants completed an online demographics questionnaire with
information about their age, gender, race/ethnicity, religious or spiritual orientation, highest level
of education completed, socioeconomic status, teaching experience, and geographic location, as
well as contact information and availability for scheduling an interview (see Appendix C).
Informed consent for participation in this study was obtained at the beginning of the online form.
After submitting the demographics questionnaire, participants were contacted at the email
address they provided to schedule an interview. Informed consent was reviewed before
beginning the interview, and a copy was emailed to each participant. The semi-structured
interview guide included questions about teachers’ perspectives of SEL, spirituality, and their
relationship in the public school setting (see Appendix D). Teachers were asked about their role
in supporting students’ spiritual and/or social-emotional development, what that looks like in a
classroom, and how it may be connected to students’ well-being. Inspiration for these questions
was drawn from Mata-McMahon and colleagues’ (2019) interview questions (e.g., “Describe the
experiences and/or activities you include in your curriculum to intentionally support or nourish
children’s spirituality.”) as well as the understanding of spirituality as a resilience factor (Kim &
Esquivel, 2011).
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Data Analytic Strategy
The various stages of the data analysis process, including phases of coding and steps to
ensure trustworthiness and credibility, can be seen in Figure 2. Data analysis followed a sixphase process that included familiarization with the data, coding, searching for themes,
reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and writing up the analysis (Braun & Clarke,
2006). Throughout this process, the PI and undergraduate research assistants met weekly to
discuss the data, identify themes, and share reflections. The PI recorded reflections in memos.
This process supported triangulation by including multiple analysts (Patton, 1999) and reflexivity
(Hsiung, 2008) by recording reflections, establishing trustworthiness and credibility.
Triangulation was further supported by including multiple other perspectives in the analysis
through discussing results with other members of the CRESP Lab after phases three and five of
the process. Trustworthiness and credibility were further established through member checking
(Birt et al., 2016), which occurred after phase five. Details about each step of the data analysis
process and methods of establishing trustworthiness and credibility are explained in this section.
In the description of the data analysis process and the presentation of the results, the
terms code, theme, subtheme, and category are used to describe different aspects of the data. A
code refers to a label for a small and discrete unit of meaning in the dataset (Graneheim &
Lundman, 2004), and codes were the first set of labels applied to the data in the current study.
Codes were then organized into themes, which refer to “thread[s] of underlying meaning” in the
data, and some themes were also divided into subthemes (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004, p. 107).
The themes were organized into categories, which are used to describe content with something in
common (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). Categories were the final and highest-level set of
labels applied to the data.
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Figure 2
Data Analysis Process: Coding and Establishing Trustworthiness and Credibility
Phase 1: Familiarization with the Data
All analysts read all interview transcripts and discussed reflections at weekly group meetings;
PI recorded reflections in memo

Phase 2: Coding
Analysts coded assigned transcripts using NVivo and discussed reflections at weekly group
meetings; PI recorded personal and group reflections in memo

Phase 3: Searching for Themes
Analysists reviewed all codes at weekly group meetings, looked for patterns in the data, and
created preliminary themes; PI recorded meeting notes in memo

Triangulation through CRESP Lab Discussion 1
Preliminary themes were shared with the director and other doctoral students in the CRESP
Lab; PI recorded reflections and notes in memo

Phase 4: Reviewing Themes
Analysts reviewed preliminary themes and read transcripts again; Reflections were discussed
at weekly group meetings and PI recorded notes in memo

Phase 5: Defining and Naming Themes
Analysists discussed final names and definitions for all themes at weekly group meetings; PI
recorded notes in memo

Member Checking & Triangulation through CRESP Lab Discussion 2
Final themes and definitions were shared by email with participants and discussed with the
director and other doctoral students in the CRESP Lab; PI recorded feedback in memo

Phase 6: Writing Up
PI organized themes into categories and included specific quotes from participants to create a
narrative
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Coding
All interviews were recorded and transcribed using Zoom. The primary investigator
listened to the audio and while reviewing the transcripts to correct errors in the automatic
transcription and ensure accuracy. Transcripts were then uploaded to NVivo in preparation for
coding and analysis. Data was analyzed using an inductive thematic analysis approach, which is
a flexible, six-phase process of qualitative data analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Inductive or
“bottom-up” thematic analysis refers to a process where themes are developed from the data
rather than from existing theory (Clarke & Braun, 2013). A theme represents some pattern of
meaning within the data relevant to the research question, and thematic analysis can be used to
capture semantic (i.e., surface level meaning) and latent (i.e., underlying meaning) themes
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Both semantic and latent themes will be considered in the present
analysis.
The six phases of the thematic analysis process are shown in Table 2, along with an
example of how each phase was applied to the data in the current study. Importantly, the process
involved moving between the transcripts, the codes and coded extracts, and the analysis being
produced rather than being a linear process (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Additionally, writing took
take place throughout each phase, although it is highlighted here as the focus of phase 6.
Phase 1 involved becoming familiar with the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Analysts in
the current study (i.e., research assistants and I) read all transcripts that would be analyzed to
become familiar with the content of the data set and possible patterns that may exist in the data.
Phase 2 involved generating initial codes, which are basic elements of the data that will
combine into themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). While code extracts were relatively narrow and
specific, enough surrounding data was included to provide context (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

23
Additionally, individual data extracts were coded more than once, if relevant (Braun & Clarke,
2006). In this phase, generated labels describe features of the data and are able to stand alone and
represent the data when the data itself is taken away (Clarke & Braun, 2013). In the current
study, example codes included “breathing,” “drawing,” and “mindfulness,” which reflected
different and specific aspects of emotion regulation that were described in the data.
Phase 3 was focused on the broader level of themes, and it involved organizing the codes
into overarching themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Some codes became themes while others
became sub-themes or were discarded (Braun & Clarke, 2006). As an example from the current
study, “breathing,” “drawing,” and “mindfulness” were codes that came together to form a theme
called “regulation skills.”
Phase 4 began after potential themes were identified and was focused on refining them
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). For instance, some themes were combined, broken up, or discarded
depending on the amount and diversity of data in support of each one (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Analysts began to define each theme and the relationships between themes (Clarke & Braun,
2013). This phase concluded with reading the transcripts again to evaluate whether the identified
themes effectively captured and described the relevant content and to determine if any data had
been missed in the earlier stages that should be included (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In the current
study, each theme was discussed as it relates to the other themes and the research aims before the
analysists read the transcripts again.
Phase 5 involved further refining and defining the themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). It was
important that these definitions conveyed what aspect of the data they captured and why it was
interesting, rather than paraphrasing the data of each one (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Names are
short and descriptive, and definitions are brief (Braun & Clarke, 2006). A detailed analysis of
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each theme included the “story” it tells and how it fits into the bigger “story” of the data in
relation to the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The theme “regulation skills” was
renamed and defined so that it could tell part of the story of the data all on its own.
Phase 6 was focused on producing the report and writing-up the thematic analysis (Braun
& Clarke, 2006). The write-up convinces readers of the analysis as it relates to the research
questions and includes sufficient extracts from the data to demonstrate the themes, rather than
just describing the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Considering the implications of each theme
guided the final stages of the analysis and write-up (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Specific quotes from
the transcripts were selected to illustrate each theme and contribute to a convincing argument.

Table 2
Six Phases of Thematic Analysis and Current Study Examples (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke &
Braun, 2013)
Phase
Goal
1
Familiarization
with the data
2
Coding
3
4

Searching for
themes
Reviewing
themes

5

Defining and
naming themes

6

Writing up

Action
Immersion in the data

Current Study Examples
Reading interview transcripts

Generating labels for features
of the data
Constructing meaningful
patterns in the data
Beginning to define themes
and relationships between
themes
Writing a detailed analysis of
each theme with a concise and
informative name for each
Combining the analytic
narrative and data extracts to
present a persuasive story

“breathing,” “drawing,” and
“mindfulness”
“regulation skills”
Considering how “regulation
skills” relates to the other themes
and the research aims
Naming and defining “regulation
skills” so that it can tell part of
the story all on its own
Selecting specific quotes from
transcripts to illustrate themes
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Establishing Trustworthiness and Credibility
In order to ensure trustworthiness and credibility, the current study utilized triangulation,
member checking, and reflexivity. Triangulation involved including multiple perspectives so that
findings cannot be said to be the result of a single source or a single investigator’s bias, and the
current study used triangulation of sources and analyst triangulation (Patton, 1999). Interviewing
a heterogenous group of teachers by recruiting via snowball sampling rather than at a specific
school allowed for triangulation of sources by using the same method to examine the consistency
of different data sources (i.e., the perspectives of individuals with different points of view;
Patton, 1999). Analyst triangulation resulted from having at least two analysts independently
review the data and compare their findings, reducing potential bias from a single perspective
(Patton, 1999). Further, additional perspectives were included in the data analysis through group
discussions with two doctoral students and the director of the lab throughout the process.
Patton (1999) explains that budget and timeframe can be factors that influence
triangulation decisions. Given resource constraints in the current study, three of the four analysts
coded each transcript. Specifically, the primary investigator, who was familiar with all
transcripts from conducting and transcribing the interviews, and two randomly assigned research
assistants, who had no prior exposure to the data, coded each transcript. Inconsistencies that
arose from these different perspectives, either in sources or analysts, were viewed as
opportunities to explore the topic of spirituality, SEL, and their relationship in the public school
setting in more depth by seeking to understand when and why there were differences (Patton,
1999). Additionally, two graduate students and the director of the CRESP lab reviewed the
themes, further contributing to analyst triangulation and reducing bias by including more
perspectives in the analysis.
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Member checking involved returning the analyzed data to participants and asking for
their input (Birt et al., 2016). This process reduces the potential for researcher bias by involving
participants in the interpretation of the data and confirmation of the findings (Birt et al., 2016). In
the current study, member checking was used to ensure that conclusions from the data analysis
overall about spirituality, SEL, and their relationship in the public school setting aligned with
participants’ intent. Rather than confirming the interpretation of each interview with the
individual, participants were invited to provide feedback on synthesized analyzed data after
themes were identified and refined in phase 5 of the analysis process. Participants willing to
engage in member checking were asked if they would like to add or make modifications to the
interpretation of results. If they offered a new perspective of the themes, phases 3 to 5 of the
analysis process would have been repeated before proceeding in order to include their input.
Reflexivity is an active process of acknowledging and examining the effect of the
researcher’s agenda, assumptions, beliefs, and emotions at each step of the process (Hsiung,
2008). In order to foster reflexivity and recognize the ways my interests, experiences, and beliefs
influenced the research process, I developed a reflexive journal. I wrote memos following all
interactions with participants (e.g., interviews, member checking) and conversations about the
data analysis. Memos included notes from those sessions about research decisions and my
reflections. Memo writing provides an opportunity for the researcher to explore the data, expand
on ideas, and deepen the analysis throughout the process (Charmaz, 2008). This method also
emphasizes the relational aspect of research and allowed me to continuously reflect on my
position as it related to the study and the participants (Hsiung, 2008). Reflexivity was also
discussed as part of the training for research assistants, and all coders in the current study were
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encouraged to log their thoughts and reflections throughout the process. Coders also met
regularly to discuss the analysis and our reactions.
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Chapter 4: Results
Results were presented as themes and subthemes organized into three broad categories:
(1) influence of the chronosystem, (2) role of teachers and the public school, and (3) how SEL
and spirituality look in the classroom. Within each category, themes and subthemes were
described and quotes from participants were provided as examples. Participants were identified
by pseudonyms, assigned by the primary investigator in order to improve readability of the
results. Please see Table 3 for personal demographic information for each participant. Please see
Table 4 for details about each participant’s teaching career.
Influence of the Chronosystem
Participants reflected on supporting students’ social and emotional skills in relation to the
current time and sociocultural context. Results in this category consisted of one main theme:
importance of social and emotional well-being.
Theme 1: Importance of Social and Emotional Well-being
Teachers emphasized the importance of awareness and support for students’ social and
emotional well-being. This theme was comprised of four subthemes: (1) meeting basic needs, (2)
availability of resources, (3) influence of COVID-19, and (4) sociocultural shift.
Subtheme A: Meeting Basic Needs. Teachers in this study recognized that students'
social, emotional, and physical needs must be met before focusing on academics. For example,
Matthew discussed conversations about coping in school today compared to when he was a
student, and he explained “We started asking the why [of student behavior] and addressing that
and how we can help students with that…[That is] a conversation that even I [did not] get when I
was in any school level.” Nora shared a similar reflection, emphasizing how today schools
support students beyond academic learning. She stated, “When I was growing up, you came to

29
school to learn and that was it…if you had a problem or you were troubled by something with
home life…you just [did not] talk about it…Now [that is] not the case.”
While Matthew and Nora described how schools support students more holistically than
in the past, Chloe and Jessica focused on why that is necessary. For example, Chloe described
the importance of prioritizing students’ social and emotional needs above academics by stating,
“When students are anxious or frustrated or they [cannot] regulate, [they are] really not available
to learn…We need to get that squared away before we can really… jump into any kind of really
rigorous academics.” Similarly, Jessica highlighted the importance of prioritizing students’ social
and emotional needs by including them as basic needs that must be met before academics can be
considered:
If their basic needs [are not] being met, they [cannot] learn. If someone is feeling so
stressed or so overwhelmed or so anxious that they [cannot] breathe, how are they
possibly going to learn subtraction with regrouping? [It is] not happening, and at that
point, I [do not] care about subtraction regrouping. My goal is to make sure [you are]
good as a human being before we start on the other stuff…[It is] just as important, in my
opinion, as making sure that they have food in their bellies and warm clothes on their
bodies.
Jessica further reflected on the value of prioritizing students’ social and emotional needs or
academic success in terms of long-term outcomes and stated “If you think about it…in terms
of…successful adults…is it more important that you scored 99% on your math test in second
grade or is it more important that you were an empathetic person who cared about other people?”
In summary, participants emphasized the importance of viewing students’ social and emotional
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needs as basic needs that must be met before students can learn, and they highlighted that this
perspective is more common in schools now than during previous generations.
Subtheme B: Availability of Resources. Teachers have seen an increase in resources to
support students' social and emotional well-being, yet they stated there are still not enough. For
example, Nora discussed the variety of the supports currently available to students and their
benefits:
Kids come to school and there are so many outreaches for them, whether [it is] with
guidance or we have a mental health program… Unfortunately, as much as I care, and I
want to spend time helping them with their home issues or personal issues…I just [do
not] have the time or the means for it…so it is nice that we have support systems today.
Sophia similarly acknowledged the various responsibilities of educators and the demands on
their time. She noted that additional school mental health professionals would be a valuable
resource for teachers:
Previously that was more seen as the domain of counselors or social workers, and with
the way things stand presently…the ratio of guidance counselors or social workers to the
student body is horrendous, and so teachers have had to take on that work as well…there
is resentment to that, because [it is] like, “what else are you going to ask teachers to do?”
Matthew also discussed challenges of teachers providing the social-emotional support in schools,
and he identified the need for additional resources such as training and time in order for students
to really benefit:
I know [there is] a little bit of bitterness about how…now teachers are supposed to teach
students how to be people, but I would argue that if we have the training to do that, and if
we are given appropriate time…[they will] be better off than my generation.
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Overall, participants expressed the benefits of social-emotional supports available in school that
go beyond what the classroom teacher can provide. Additionally, participants viewed additional
resources as necessary, including more mental health professionals in schools and more training
and time for teachers to support students’ social and emotional well-being.
Subtheme C: Influence of COVID-19. Teachers reported that students need more
support due to the impact of the pandemic. Annabelle anticipated that there will be an increased
need for social-emotional support and acknowledged that students are already not always getting
their needs met:
I think [we are] going to even see a bigger jump in…the next year or two after our
experiences in this last year…[I have] seen in my own students, in my own
children…they need support, and sometimes [they are] not getting it.
Sophia shared similar observations about the increased need for students’ social and emotional
support at this time. She explained how her school district prioritized this need by implementing
a SEL program. She stated, “The urgency around it has come out of just lingering effects from
the pandemic and students not feeling like they have outlets…dealing with some of the trauma
that they faced as a result of the pandemic.” Sophia also extended the discussion of supporting
mental health in the context of the pandemic by emphasizing how this is important for everyone,
including teachers themselves. She explained:
With the pandemic, and all the disruptions to learning, I think [that has] become even
more essential, to honor our students and even ourselves, our faculty, our colleagues as
whole people, and that means taking time to prioritize social health and well-being and
emotional health and well-being, too.
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Altogether, participants perceived that the need for social and emotional support has increased
due to effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, and as a result, educators have been more aware of
finding ways to provide that support for their students and themselves.
Subtheme D: Sociocultural Shift. Teachers have noticed an increased awareness of
mental health on a larger scale recently. For example, Jessica noted this shift in the topics of new
children’s books. She explained, “There’s so many books, especially newer ones that are coming
out that…[include] the empathy piece, the finding who you are and being true to who you are
piece, identifying feelings.” She similarly compared the themes in children’s movies now to
when she was younger, and she stated, “Even like Disney movies…like Soul. Those [were not]
around when I was little…Now we have movies that are talking about finding your purpose in
life.”
While Jessica focused on children’s books and movies, Sophia focused on professional
athletics. She explained how the 2021 Olympics contributed to a large-scale conversation about
social and emotional well-being and stated “[I am] very into the Olympics, and…the national
conversation that [we are] having with Simone Biles, Naomi Osaka, and Michael Phelps…
[There is] just an increased awareness of trying to end this stigma around mental health or
emotional [well-being].” Therefore, participants provided pop culture references to demonstrate
a broader sociocultural shift in which conversations about SEL and mental health are encouraged
and accepted more than in the past.
Overall, participants shared their perspectives of the ways in which the importance of
supporting students’ social and emotional well-being is related to the current time and
sociocultural context. Specifically, teachers described students’ social and emotional needs as
basic needs that must be met before academic success can be achieved, and they explained that
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this perspective was not common among previous generations. Relatedly, they discussed how
more social-emotional supports are available in schools for students than in the past. However,
they identified several resources that need to be increased in order to best support students
socially and emotionally in schools. Additionally, participants explained that the COVID-19
pandemic increased students’ social and emotional needs, which led to an increase social and
emotional supports available. Finally, participants highlighted how they have seen a recent shift
in pop culture, such as Disney movies and professional athletics, such that conversations about
mental health and well-being are encouraged more than in the past.
Role of Teachers and the Public School
Participants reflected on the overall role and societal expectations of teachers and the
public school setting in supporting students’ social, emotional, and spiritual development.
Results in this category consisted of three main themes: (1) teachers play a role in students’ wellbeing, (2) pushback in the school, and (3) teachers’ reactions during the interview.
Theme 2: Teachers Play a Role in Students’ Well-being
Teachers recognized that they have an active role in supporting their students' social and
emotional well-being. This theme was comprised of two subthemes: (1) support for teachers and
(2) teachers’ perspectives influence students.
Subtheme A: Support for Teachers. Teachers stated that they need more resources to
support their own mental health. For example, Jessica shared her experience and reflected on the
importance of allowing educators to access mental healthcare for their own well-being and their
ability to support their students:
That whole “you [cannot] pour from an empty cup” thing rings really true…I see a
therapist myself, and during COVID, there were some wishy-washy times where we
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[were not] sure if telehealth was going to be covered or not, so just making sure
that…your teachers are always able to access mental health resources is huge.
Sophia similarly discussed the importance of providing mental health support for teachers and
suggested how that trickles down to students. She stated, “Especially in education that can be so
stressful, so challenging, so taxing, even as it is rewarding…if [we are] not taking care of
teachers and encouraging teachers to take care of themselves…things go awry really quickly.”
Further, she referenced her own experience with wellness activities in the workplace and
explained, “Our principal…[has] made it a priority…during teacher workdays…structuring in
blocks of time for teachers to go take a walk or [we are] going to have someone come in and do a
yoga class…prioritizing social relationships and emotional wellness.” Therefore, teachers
demonstrated a need for their own mental health to be valued in order to provide the best social
and emotional support for their students.
Subtheme B: Teachers’ Perspectives Influence Students. Teachers stated that their
own attitudes, values, and experiences impact their students. For example, Annabelle explained
how it is important for her to be a positive role model for students’ social and emotional
development. She stated “[It is] me being a forgiving, understanding teacher that is giving a role
model for those children to be forgiving and understanding of others.” Sophia similarly discussed
the influential role of teachers as models and applied this idea to adolescents in particular. She
said, “When [you are] an adolescent, you [do not] always want to be looking to your immediate
family as your role model…sometimes [it is] someone in the community, a teacher, a mentor,
who makes more of an immediate impact.”
While Annabelle and Sophia focused on teachers being role models for students, Hannah,
a special education teacher, explained the benefits of being a role model for other teachers in
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order to indirectly support students socially and emotionally. She stated “[It is] empowering for
people to go out and see me use certain language, to see me be very cool, calm, and collected,
because when they see that, then they can take it on.” Therefore, participants reported that they
view themselves as role models for their students as well as other educators, and they
acknowledged the ways their perspectives and behaviors can influence students’ social and
emotional development.
In summary, participants shared the ways in which they see themselves directly and
indirectly impacting their students socially and emotionally. For example, teachers highlighted
that their own mental health needs to be prioritized, such as through wellness activities at work
and access to mental healthcare, in order for them to be able to best support their students.
Additionally, teachers stated that their own attitudes and behaviors impact their students through
modeling. They recognized that both the students themselves and other teachers can benefit from
observing the ways they demonstrate their own social and emotional skills.
Theme 3: Pushback in the School
Teachers expressed concern about resistance from administrators and community
members. For example, Dorothy explained that the community often has strong opinions about
what is appropriate in the school, and she shared her experience:
Most of the families at the school that I teach…have this way of thinking, and “this is
how it should be in schools,” and so sometimes I get a little pushback with maybe books
that I choose or like things that we do in the classroom.
While Dorothy focused potential complaints from families, Erica discussed how administrators
may disapprove as well. She stated that logistical details could contribute to pushback from
administrators and explained, “Then there are the more school-level or district-level issues in that
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[there is] not enough budget to add another teacher or… [there is] that logistical part of changing
the kids schedules to fit this new thing.” Regardless of administrative pressures such as these,
Nora explained how she continues to include SEL:
[You are] on a lesson a day, and if you [cannot] keep up with it, and you [do not] reach
this point by the end of the first quarter, then you know, [there is] hell to pay. So [there
is] not tons of extra time, but I try to build it into each lesson.
Similarly, Christopher discussed how it is still important to him to continue supporting SEL,
even with the potential for pushback. Specifically, he explained how the general public
misunderstands the role of SEL in schools, which leads to “semi-fear of the community backlash,
and [I am] just one teacher versus the entire community that then all know who I am and…how
to reach me through email.” Further, he states that it is “a matter of…trying to show the
importance of teaching [SEL].” Therefore, participants perceived the potential for complaints
from administrators and community members regarding the subjects and the logistics needed for
implementation. Despite their concerns, participants continued to support SEL in their
classrooms.
Theme 4: Teachers’ Reactions During the Interview
Teachers’ reactions showed their interest in and unfamiliarity with discussing spirituality
and SEL. For example, Lauren explained how concerns about pushback make it difficult to even
think about the topic of spirituality in the classroom and stated, “Spirituality gets hard for me to
think about just because dealing with parents…as a teacher can be extremely stressful.” Dorothy
shared a similar reflection about current discomfort related to discussing spirituality in the public
school setting and anticipated parental disapproval. She expressed that SEL and spirituality are
related, although she stated, “I think right now [it is]…kind of an awkward topic for teachers to
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think about…How do we incorporate these two things without upsetting parents?” While Lauren
and Dorothy expressed hesitation about discussing spirituality and SEL, Hannah expressed
enthusiasm. She stated, “I just [cannot] stress how important this work is…I hope that [it is] like
a ripple effect, and it just goes out into the world, and everybody gets a little piece of it and
benefits from it.” Altogether, participants reactions during the interviews indicated that the topic
of SEL as it relates to spirituality in the public school setting was both uncomfortable and
exciting for them to discuss.
SEL and Spirituality in the Classroom
Participants reflected on what SEL and spirituality actually look like in the public school
classroom. Results in this category consisted of two main themes: (1) incorporating SEL in the
classroom and (2) components of spirituality.
Theme 5: Incorporating SEL in the Classroom
Teachers reported that they use various methods to support SEL skill development in the
classroom. This theme was comprised of four subthemes: (1) activities teachers utilize, (2)
emphasis on emotions, (3), systems level approaches, and (4) acknowledging developmental
differences.
Subtheme A: Activities Teachers Utilize. Teachers explained that they intentionally
support SEL through various classroom activities. For example, Matthew, a music teacher,
described how he uses music and drawing to begin conversations about emotions with students.
He stated, “I will sometimes just put on a song and have the students like draw how they feel and
draw the instruments they hear, and some of them give you this really great response.” Jessica
similarly shared a method she uses to engage her students in conversations about SEL topics. She
explained, “I try to choose books that have that like social-emotional piece, just because I feel
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like it gets through to them in a language that they understand.”
While Matthew and Jessica discussed the process of different activities to support
students’ social-emotional development, Chloe focused on her daily schedule and where she
incorporates these activities. She discussed the ways she implements structured and informal
opportunities to support students’ social and emotional development throughout the school day.
Specifically, she explained how she has morning meeting and reflective closing activities in her
classroom and described it as “bookending the day with that kind of social-emotional learning,
and then the rest is kind of…ad hoc.” Dorothy similarly discussed the strategies she uses to
implement these activities throughout the day. She explained how she disguises social and
emotional skill practice in the classroom as fun activities for students, and she provided an
example by stating, “We do a lot of like listening games, where they think [they are] playing a
game, but [they are] really working on, you know, their listening skills.”
Barbara focused on the importance of providing opportunities for students to build
relationships throughout the day. She described the ways she supports SEL by fostering
relationships in her classroom:
When you team kids up and put them into groups or teams, I think that helps to foster and
develop some friendships within that classroom…I think even ending your class five
minutes or ten minutes early, and just giving the kids a chance to talk.
Sophia focused on the content of her lessons and highlighted the ways she incorporates
opportunities for social and emotional development in assignments. For example, she described a
project focused on empathy in which students identified an issue in their community related to
water justice, the topic of the assigned text. Speaking about SEL topics, she stated, “I think that
there are opportunities to embed a lot of this into the content that one already teaches.” In
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summary, participants explained how they support students’ SEL skill development and have
conversations about SEL topics in various ways in their classrooms.
Subtheme B: Emphasis on Emotions. Teachers stated expressing, discussing, and
managing emotions are essential. For example, Matthew, emphasizing the importance of
validating students’ emotions, said, “Even if I say, ‘You [cannot] throw things [because] you are
mad,’ [they are] allowed to be mad, and they know that…I think it builds self-worth.” Jessica
also explained the ways she discusses emotions with her students, and she then described how
she sees emotional awareness supporting students’ social development:
Especially at such a young age…identifying their feelings and trying to match their
reactions to…the size of the issue…and then helping them figure out “what do I do with
that reaction? How do I calm myself down? How do I resolve the problem if there is a
resolution?...” So focusing first on themselves, because that egocentric piece is really
important to bridge the empathy, like if I know what [I am] feeling, I can tell how
somebody else is feeling, and then I can feel the empathy.
Jessica further explained the importance of discussing emotions with students so that they will be
more comfortable and empowered to advocate for their mental health in the future:
You know if [we are] teaching kids to think about who they are as a person, their
purpose, [what is] important to them, and [we are] also teaching them how to say “[I am]
stressed and need a break” or to say “[I am] feeling overwhelmed, and I need some help
figuring that feeling out…” [we are] setting them up for success…If [we are] teaching
kids to self-advocate at a young age, then as they get older, if they feel like they need to
go to their doctor and say “I need help,” or they need to go find a therapist, or they need
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to find help from other sources, [we have] given them the tools to do that, and the
confidence to do that, and the encouragement to do that.
Therefore, participants explained that it is important to have conversations about emotions with
students and that helping students identify and manage their emotions has long-term benefits.
Subtheme C: Systems Level Approaches. Teachers recognized both advantages and
disadvantages of school-wide SEL programs. For example, Matthew highlighted the importance
of having school-wide SEL expectations, although he acknowledged the challenge of doing so in
a palatable way:
Saying we have an SEL curriculum feels wrong, because every time you hear
“curriculum…” it gets stressful and [it is] like “oh these are the things we have to do,”
but I think having some sort of guidelines or basis for how we are having those
discussions…something that every, not just teacher, every staff member in the school, the
cafeteria aides, the recess aides, the custodians, any adult [who is] in that school…needs
to know.
Dorothy similarly considered the benefits and drawbacks of an SEL curriculum. Specifically, she
explained how she finds the flexibility of not using a standardized SEL program to be helpful,
while acknowledging that other teachers may prefer more structure:
[I am] able to see…my class is having a hard time with this. Next week [we are] really
going to work on apologizing…Some teachers do go seek that [structure] out…but I kind
of do like that we have the ability to choose [what is] best for our kids.
While Matthew and Dorothy focused on the SEL resources and expectations for teachers,
Christopher, a high school teacher, discussed the potential for class time explicitly for SEL. He
expressed that having a dedicated SEL class would be ideal and stated “‘You are] taking…gym,
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math, history, and social development classes on Tuesdays.’ Like you know, that would be… the
best thing ever.” However, Sophia has experience with this dedicated SEL period in her school,
and discussed the challenge of that period feeling separate from everything else:
Oftentimes because we have an SEL block, teachers see that as separate and apart from
what [they are] doing within their specific discipline. So we do SEL, and then [I am]
going to go off and in third block I teach English…and my SEL is just hovering. There
are no connections.
Erica also shared her personal experience with this dedicated SEL period and why she feels like
this method could be improved in her district. She explained how a structured SEL lesson can
feel insincere and is not helpful for teachers or students:
Teachers are frustrated…including myself, as you can probably tell from my voice… [It
is] just kids that get randomly assigned to me, so I [do not] have any connection with
them...Then there’s the…extra prep… I want to prepare, but then I never feel fully
prepared… I just feel like…it could be done better…Our school district has
purchased…an SEL program…I just feel like [they are] picking random things going
“Oh, this is a good one, they can do it in forty minutes.”
Overall, participants perceived both benefits and drawbacks from school-wide SEL
interventions, including standardized curricula and dedicated class periods to implement SEL
with students.
Subtheme D: Acknowledging Developmental Differences. Teachers reported that they
have different expectations and teaching approaches according to students' developmental level.
For example, Matthew explained that SEL is important for student across all grade levels, and he
highlighted that the topics of these conversations would be different:
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Just having an open dialogue and having a continued dialogue past first grade, and
obviously that would change to be age-appropriate, to be situation-appropriate, like my
second graders [are not] going to talk about the same kinds of things as the middle
schoolers or as the high schoolers or as the people who are post-high school, but [they
will] still be talking.
While Matthew focused on general developmental differences across age groups, Jessica focused
on the varying skill levels and experiences within one class. She described her role in
determining students’ SEL skill levels and helping young children build a strong SEL
foundation:
[Everybody is] coming to the table, just like with academics, [they are] coming to the
table with different levels of background knowledge in that area. So trying to get
everyone kind of up to speed and [be able] to identify their feelings and…how to handle
them. So I feel like as teachers [we are] kind of helping those young kids just to get the
foundations and get the basics so that as they get older, they can be built upon.
Participants clearly stated that students’ social and emotional needs change according to their age
and skill level and that teachers have an important role in continuing to support students socially
and emotionally across development.
In conclusion, teachers identified various methods that they incorporate in order to
support students’ social and emotional development throughout the school day. This included
explicit lessons, activities, and assignments to discuss SEL topics as well as an overall emphasis
on emotions and helping students identify and manage their feelings. Participants also discussed
the advantages and disadvantages of systems level approaches to supporting SEL in school.
Specifically, they shared their positive and negative experiences with standardized curricula and
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dedicated SEL periods in the day. Finally, participants discussed how they also incorporate SEL
in the classrooms by acknowledging developmental differences, both according to age and skill
level, and appropriately helping students develop socially and emotionally.
Theme 6: Components of Spirituality
Teachers reflected on their conceptualizations of spirituality. This theme was comprised
of four subthemes: (1) relationship between spirituality and religion, (2) spirituality guides SEL,
(3) fostering spiritual development, and (4) external influences on spirituality.
Subtheme A: Relationship Between Spirituality and Religion. Teachers often defined
spirituality in the context of religion. For instance, Sophia expressed that spirituality is related to,
and also distinct from, religion:
In my younger years, I identified that term more with a particular religious dogma or a
belief system…More and more as I work with students and as I grow as a person, I think
about spirituality as being how [you are] in community with others, and how you
understand yourself, your own identity, and how [you are] connected to the world. So [it
is] more of a way of viewing the world and your place in it, as opposed to a set of rules or
a belief system that…folks might commonly call…religion.
Nora explained a similar thought process, in which she associated spirituality with religion
before identifying components of spirituality that are not necessarily related to religion:
At first I just thought of church. I am a Christian. I practice Catholicism…and I did teach
in a parochial school early on in my career, and spirituality was indeed part of every day.
I taught religion to the kids. But the more I thought about it, I think I do keep spirituality
part of my daily lesson, even though…I [do not] focus on God or you know, a
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religion…just with teaching kindness, and respect, and honesty. So I think that indirectly
falls under spirituality.
Therefore, participants conceptualized spirituality in relation to religion, while also
acknowledging spiritual values that extend beyond the religious context.
Subtheme B: Spirituality Guides SEL. Teachers recognized spirituality as personal
values that guide community, self-awareness, and behavioral expectations in the classroom. For
example, Dorothy explained how spirituality informs SEL as an underlying belief system:
I think…a person’s spirituality can definitely inform the choices that they make
through…social-emotional learning, because it has to do with…belief systems. In my
opinion…those belief systems will then inform the choices that you make, and how you
deal with things.
Sophia similarly discussed how SEL is an extension of an existing values system:
In terms of spiritual development in the classroom, to me [that is] what [we are] doing in
SEL…[It is] all about building a positive self-concept, about teaching students how to be
in community with others…when you make a mistake, what do you do? When you are
angry, what do you do? And I think a lot of that is relying upon…value systems…I think
your…spiritual belief system, whether [that is] driven by a religion or not, just values,
that informs who you are socially. That informs the way you perceive the world and your
emotions. So I see one, social emotional learning, stemming from the other.
Nora also suggested a relationship between value systems and behavior, and she applied this to
students following behavioral expectations. Specifically, she described a relationship between
students lacking spiritual values and increased behavior problems in the classroom:
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I think respect…can be spiritual, just they [do not] have that instilled in them… Whether
[it is] fortunate or unfortunate, we spend much of our time everyday…focusing on
behavior issues, which stem from spirituality…If more students…were taught that at
home…then perhaps we [would not] have so many behavior issues that interrupt our
lessons throughout the day.
In summary, participants perceived spiritual values as a guide for social-emotional development.
Subtheme C: Fostering Spiritual Development. Teachers reported that they incorporate
activities to promote connection and calmness, components of spiritual development. Chloe
described the benefits of spiritual activities despite the caution with which they need to be
included in the public school classroom. She explained that she incorporates moments of silent
reflection and breathing exercise, and she described that although “[it is] tricky,…at those
moments, [you are] kind of being quiet and reflective in yourself,…thinking,…calling
on…whatever spirit helps you to be more peaceful or calm or centered.”
While Chloe focused on promoting reflection and calmness in her classroom, Dorothy
and Christopher focused on fostering spiritual development through relationship-building.
Dorothy explained how spiritual development looks like opportunities to form relationships in
the classroom and stated “…just them interacting with each other. We become like a classroom
family instead of ‘[we are] just kind of all in the classroom together’…They develop
relationships a lot stronger.” Similarly, Christopher described how he sees his role in fostering
those classroom relationships. He said “I like the idea and kind of the quote… ‘a classroom [is
not] meant to just be one voice speaking,’ so [it is] supposed to be everyone coming together. [It
is] just you need someone to kind of foster that conversation and those voices to be heard.”
While Dorothy and Christopher focused on fostering relationships within the classroom, Barbara
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discussed how activities that foster spiritual development can also promote connection with the
broader community. She stated that “Spirituality in the classroom…would be community
service,” and explained that she had students help with food and clothing donations as part of
class projects.
Rather than just describing specific activities to promote spiritual development, Hannah
emphasized the way spiritual activities in the classroom do not need to take up a lot of time:
You [do not] need forty-five minutes to do this stuff. You need a good five, a good
seven…even on your way out to the playground, like “everybody [let us] do some deep
breaths. [Let us] like look at the nature. [Let us] take it all in. [Let us] be grateful for this
land that we have…” I think people need to know what it looks like and how they can
just do it anywhere.
Therefore, participants demonstrated that they incorporate spirituality in the classroom and foster
spiritual development through various classroom activities.
Subtheme D: External Influences on Spirituality. Teachers stated that spirituality is
influenced by family and cultural context. For example, Jessica described the way she is one of
various influences on her students’ spiritual development:
[I am] lucky enough, I work with second graders, so I feel like I get to see them at like
their most raw state before a lot of outside influences really crept in…I feel like as
educators, we can help influence that spirit as [it is] being formed and their…core beliefs
to be good ones for the universe…obviously parental influence, peer influence, just the
world influencing them…[There are] a lot of factors that kind of go into that.
While Jessica focused on the different influences on students’ spiritual development, Dorothy
highlighted the challenge of creating a classroom environment in which different spiritual beliefs
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can be expressed. She stated “[It is] hard because they all come from their own families with
their own belief systems, and so, finding a way to kind of lead them to be able to express what
they do and believe in the classroom.” Matthew addressed that challenge of respecting students’
diverse backgrounds and continuing to promote spiritual development:
I think part of it is just like talking about [what is] important in the world, and how we
can interact with people, and why what I do does matter to everyone else. Obviously the
kids are coming in from different cultures, different faith backgrounds and everything,
and their teachers probably [do not] share all of the same beliefs, but starting the
conversation of “[I am] here for you, you are here for me, when we work together, good
things happen” is a good way we can shape that without stepping over boundaries or
negating things that they might feel because of their culture or their faith, but still trying
to educate them in how everyone works together.
Participants recognized the ways they can promote students’ spiritual development while also
acknowledging that other factors influence their spirituality.
In summary, teachers conceptualized spirituality in the context of religion, identifying
similarities with religion while also acknowledging a broader understanding of spirituality.
Participants also identified spirituality as a guide for social-emotional development.
Additionally, they provided examples of how they foster spiritual development in their
classrooms and discussed the various external influences and differences in students’ spiritual
development.
Overall, participants discussed the importance of supporting students socially and
emotionally in the current sociocultural context, the ways their own experiences influence
students’ social and emotional development, their concerns about pushback for incorporating
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spirituality and SEL in the school, and their hesitancy and enthusiasm given the opportunity to
discuss this topic in the interview setting. Participants also provided specific examples of the
methods they use to support students’ social and emotional development in their classrooms and
the ways they conceptualize spirituality in the public school setting.
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Table 3
Demographic Information of Participants
Average
Annual
Income

Pseudonym

Age

Gender

Race/Ethnicity

Religious/Spiritual Education
Orientation
Level

Matthew

26

Male

White

Christian

Bachelor’s
$44,000
Degree

Jessica

29

Female

White

Agnostic

Master’s
Degree

$180,000

Annabelle

48

Female

White

Christian

Master’s
Degree

$100,000+

Chloe

52

Female

White

Catholic

Master’s
Degree

None
reported

Dorothy

30

Female

White

Catholic

Bachelor’s
$50,000
Degree

Barbara

6069

Female

White

Catholic

Master’s
Degree

Lauren

24

Female

White

Catholic

Bachelor’s
$35,000
Degree

Sophia

30

Female

White

Christian

Master’s
Degree

$50,000

Erica

54

Female

White

Spirit, Universe,
Gods are all One

Master’s
Degree

$72,000

Nora

51

Female

White

Catholic

Master’s
Degree

$145,000

Christopher

24

Male

White

Agnostic

Bachelor’s
$50,000
Degree

Hannah

32

Female

African
Spiritual Christian
American/Black

$150,000+

Bachelor’s
$52,000
Degree
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Table 4
Professional Characteristics of Participants
Pseudonym

Years
Teaching

Matthew

5

KindergartenMusic
5th

Previously
Taught
Grade 6-8
Music

Jessica

8

2nd

All

1st

Pennsylvania Suburban

Annabelle

17

Kindergarten

All

1st and 2nd

Michigan

Suburban

Chloe

9

5th

All

3rd

Connecticut

Suburban

Dorothy

7

1st

All

None
reported

Texas

Suburban

Barbara

18

Lauren

1

Sophia

7

Erica

19

Nora

22

Christopher

1

Hannah

3

Grade Level

Subject

Word
Certification,
US History
Entrepreneurship,
th
th
9 -12
II, World
Personal Finance,
History
Information
Management
None
2nd
All
reported
English
None
7th and 8th
Language Arts
reported
Japanese, English
None
9th-12th
as a New
reported
Language
Kindergarten,
3rd
All
1st, 4th
Economics and
Grade 8
10th and 12th
Government
History
Special
Kindergarten- Education/Social
Age 18+
5th
Emotional
Learning

State

Setting

Pennsylvania Suburban

Pennsylvania Urban

Montana

Rural

North
Carolina

Urban

Indiana

Suburban

Pennsylvania Urban
Pennsylvania Rural

Texas

Suburban
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Chapter 5: Discussion
The purpose of the present study was to explore teachers’ perspectives of socialemotional learning (SEL) and spirituality in the public school setting to better understand how
teachers and school-based mental health providers can support students’ well-being. Specifically,
the aims of this study were to examine teachers’ perspectives of spirituality, SEL, and their
relationship in the public school setting as well as teacher’s perspectives of supporting spiritual
and/or social-emotional development in the classroom to promote resilience among students.
Results were presented as themes and subthemes organized into three main categories: (1)
influence of the chronosystem, (2) role of teachers and the public school, and (3) how SEL and
spirituality look in the classroom. This discussion will contextualize these results within the
existing literature and include implications for school psychologists, study limitations, and future
directions.
Influence of the Chronosystem
Results highlight teachers’ perspectives about supporting students’ social and emotional
well-being considering the chronosystem, or the current time and sociocultural context. The
chronosystem is a level of the environment that consists of changes over time external to an
individual and their influence on development (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). The chronosystem can
include two forms of changes over time, including personal life transitions and historical life
events (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Significant historical events occurred around the time this study
was conducted (i.e., summer and fall 2021). For example, everyone was experiencing the second
year of the COVID-19 pandemic, and educators were facing additional stressors due to political
controversy about what should be taught in public schools (e.g., critical race theory, SEL). I did
not anticipate the influence that these events would have on teachers’ perspectives in the current
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study, but the reality is that these experiences are impossible to separate from conversations
about supporting students’ social and emotional well-being.
Teachers stated that students’ basic needs, including their social, emotional, and physical
needs, must be met before academics should be concerned. They indicated that educators have
not always had this attitude over the years; however, this finding is consistent with the results of
previous research demonstrating the impact of SEL interventions on positive outcomes for
students. For example, students who participated in interventions to support their social and
emotional needs had better academic outcomes compared to students who did not participate in
SEL interventions, including better standardized achievement test scores and overall GPA
(Durlak et al., 2011; Taylor et al., 2017) as well as high school and college completion (Jones et
al., 2015). Teachers in the present study acknowledged the academic benefits of supporting
students’ social and emotional needs. More simply, they perceived that students are unable to
learn if they have unmet social or emotional needs.
Teachers also reported that more supports are available in public school to support
students’ social and emotional well-being than in the past; however, there are not enough schoolbased mental health professionals. This finding is consistent with the existing shortages in school
psychology, for example. The National Association of School Psychologists (2021) recommends
a ratio of one school psychologist for every five hundred students, yet the current national ratio is
1:1,211 students, which means approximately 63,000 more school psychologists are needed. The
results of the present study show that teachers feel the burden of this shortage and have stepped
up to accept the responsibility of meeting students’ social and emotional needs. However, they
feel as though enough support is also not available for them (e.g., training, time) to do so
effectively.
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Reflections from teachers in the current study also indicate that they have witnessed and
continue to anticipate ongoing disruptions to students’ learning and social-emotional well-being
due to the various stressors associated with the COVID-19 pandemic. This perspective is
consistent with research examining children’s mental health since the beginning of the pandemic.
For example, the U.S. Surgeon General issued an advisory on the youth mental health crisis,
stating it has been further exposed by the COVID-19 pandemic (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, 2021). The advisory cites an increase in suicidal behaviors among high school
students between 2009 and 2019 and reports more than 6,600 suicide deaths for youth ages 10-24
in 2020 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2021). Parents are also observing this
crisis, with 14% of parents reporting worsening behavioral health for their children since March
2020 (Patrick et al., 2020). When asked about specific stressors associated with the pandemic,
fourth through twelfth grade students rated not being able to see friends or participate in events
and being afraid of friends and family getting sick as at least somewhat stressful (Styck et al.,
2021). High school students also reported stress related to motivation, concentration, and ability
to complete their schoolwork (Styck et al., 2021). It is important to note that pandemic-related
stressors extend beyond concerns about physical health and disrupted routines to include reduced
access to programs such as mental health services or free or reduced price lunch. Teachers in the
current study shared that the context of the pandemic has increased awareness more broadly of
supporting students socially and emotionally and that administrators have begun implementing
more SEL programs.
Results also suggest that messages in current popular culture, including children’s movies
and conversations regarding the 2021 Olympics, demonstrate that discussions about mental
health and social-emotional well-being are more encouraged and less stigmatized on a societal
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level than in the past. This finding is consistent with other observations about a widespread
response to Simone Biles withdrawing from an Olympic event and raising awareness about the
importance of prioritizing mental health. For example, Google searches related to mental health
were the highest they had been in two months on the day she withdrew, and TIME reported that
following her decision, “[mental health] became a defining theme of the Games” (Park, 2021). It
is interesting to see how current events, including the pandemic and athletes’ decisions, are
propelling the national conversation about social-emotional well-being forward for children and
the general population.
Role of Teachers and the Public School
Results capture teachers’ perspectives of the role that they play in supporting students’
well-being as well as their views of societal expectations about what that role should be.
Teachers in the present study recognize that they are actively engaged in supporting students’
social-emotional well-being, and they believe that their own mental health should be valued and
better supported to provide the best support for their students. They shared that teachers are not
always able to access mental health care and the education field can be very stressful, although
there is an increasing awareness about the benefits of supporting teachers’ well-being.
These views are consistent with other teachers’ comments reflecting pandemic-related
stressors, high levels of burnout, and the need for administrators to prioritize teachers’ mental
health. For example, teachers reported that the most difficult aspects of their job during the
pandemic were related to lack of connection with their students and adapting to teaching online,
highlighting the ways teachers’ jobs became more difficult during the pandemic (Baker et al.,
2021). Additionally, national survey data from July 2021 shows that 60% of teachers reported
frequently or always experiencing stress related to their job, 41% reported teaching less

55
effectively when they are stressed, and 20% reported that their administrators have made some
effort to alleviate their stress, whether or not the attempts were successful (Will, 2021). It is clear
that teachers recognize the important role their own social-emotional well-being plays in
supporting their students. Initially, I did not anticipate results of the current study to include
themes about educator wellness. However, in hindsight, this is not surprising given the context of
the COVID-19 pandemic and discussions about sociopolitical issues impacting school
communities.
In addition, teachers in the current study perceive that their own values and behaviors
impact their students’ social-emotional development, and they see themselves as role models,
both for their students and fellow educators. More specifically, they are aware of how others
observe and may emulate the ways they respond to certain situations, especially challenging
ones. This perspective is consistent with other findings in which educators viewed teacher
modeling as an important way to foster students’ spiritual development by providing examples of
compassion and kindness with their own behavior, which is particularly important for supporting
positive relationships (Mata-McMahon et al., 2019). Teachers in the present study extended this
view, as they considered the impact that they make through being a good role model for their
colleagues in addition to being a model for students themselves.
Participants also discussed potential pushback from administrators and community
members for including certain topics, including spirituality and SEL, in their public school
classrooms. Concerns included administrators not allowing time for implementation and
caregivers and community members having strong opinions about what is appropriate for
children to learn, despite teachers’ expertise. These concerns are consistent with the reasons cited
in previous literature for educators leaving spirituality out of classrooms (e.g., complaints from
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parents or uncertainty about what is allowed; Lewy & Betty, 2007). They are also particularly
interesting given the current national conversations regarding SEL in public schools, which
became prominent at school board meetings in 2021, the year the present study was conducted.
SEL has been described as a “Trojan horse for critical race theory,” which is a different concept
examining systemic racism in societal institutions (Kingkade & Hixenbaugh, 2021). Critics of
SEL argue that the programs “trample parents’ rights,” “distract from academics,” and
“introduce mental health issues,” and they pressure educators to remove SEL from the school
setting (Kingkade & Hixenbaugh, 2021). Results of the present study indicate that teachers’
sense this pressure about including both SEL and spirituality in the classroom and feel as though
it contrasts with their knowledge and expertise.
Throughout the interviews, teachers expressed discomfort and enthusiasm, showing that
they are both cautious and excited to think about SEL and spirituality in the classroom. This
hesitation is not surprising, given the finding that teachers are concerned about pushback for
including these topics. While SEL in schools is currently being publicly debated (Kingkade &
Hixenbaugh, 2021), spirituality in the public school is also an uncomfortable topic due to its
association with religion and potential legal restrictions or complaints from parents (Lewy &
Betty, 2007). It is interesting that findings also suggest that teachers are excited about this topic,
believing it is valuable for educators to support students’ social-emotional and spiritual
development.
SEL and Spirituality in the Classroom
Results highlighted what SEL and spirituality actually look like in a public school
classroom. Teachers support their students’ social-emotional development using various
strategies. For instance, they incorporate artistic expression (e.g., music and art), resources (e.g.,
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books and games), structured time (e.g., morning meeting and group work), and purposeful
assignments with the intention of fostering social-emotional development among students. These
activities are consistent with the goals of SEL, which are to improve students’ self-awareness
(e.g., identify emotions), self-management (e.g., impulse control), social awareness (e.g.,
empathy), relationship skills (e.g., cooperation), and responsible decision making (e.g., problem
solving; CASEL, 2020). In other words, the findings indicate that the varied and creative ways
teachers are including opportunities for social-emotional development in the classroom align
with the core competencies of SEL.
Second, teachers believe that students’ abilities to identify, communicate, and manage
their emotions are essential, and they believe that they provide social-emotional support to
students by validating their feelings and teaching coping skills. Further, they perceive this to
have various benefits for students, including improved relationship skills and empowerment to
advocate for their own mental health. These findings align with the established relationship
between SEL skills and positive long-term outcomes, such as reduced involvement with police,
substance use, and taking medication for emotional or behavioral concerns in high school (Jones
et al., 2015), as well as fewer symptoms of mental health disorders at age 27 (Hawkins et al.,
2008).
Additionally, these findings are fitting given the emphasis educators put on supporting
students’ mental health in the current sociocultural context (i.e., Influence of the Chronosystem
results). Given the subthemes related to that topic, it is not surprising that teachers are
particularly concerned with students’ abilities to express, discuss, and manage their emotions in
healthy ways. Again, teachers reported that they view students’ emotional needs to be as
important as their physical needs, are concerned about the limited mental health resources
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available in schools, believe the COVID-19 pandemic has increased students’ social-emotional
needs, and have noticed a greater awareness of the importance of mental health on a larger scale.
Therefore, it makes sense that they reported that they emphasize emotions when incorporating
SEL in the classroom.
Third, teachers discussed systems-level approaches to implementing SEL in schools, such
as dedicated class time and school-wide curricula. They perceive both benefits and drawbacks to
these approaches. For example, findings suggest that it is important for all staff to support SEL
consistently across the school setting without it seeming like an additional responsibility for
everyone, for teachers to be provided resources to teach SEL while being allowed the flexibility
to meet their students’ needs, and for time to be dedicated to SEL support without isolating SEL
from the rest of the curriculum. More simply, results indicate that approaches to SEL need to feel
sincere for both teachers and students for them to be effective. This is consistent with the
expectations of SEL embedded in the CASEL framework, which emphasizes the importance of
coordinating SEL practices across settings, integrating SEL with academic curricula, and
utilizing nurturing and caring relationships between educators and students (CASEL, 2020).
Fourth, teachers discussed the importance of SEL for students across all grade levels,
even into adulthood, and the ways they provide support according to students’ age and
demonstrated social-emotional skill level. These findings are also consistent with the CASEL
framework, which emphasizes the importance of educators tailoring SEL support according to
students’ individual strengths, needs, and identities to best meet their needs (CASEL, 2020).
Further, CASEL (2020) also states that the core SEL competencies can be implemented across
development, from childhood to adulthood. Given the previously stated importance of supporting
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teachers’ mental health (i.e., Support for Teachers subtheme), it is not surprising that results also
indicate that teachers value SEL support beyond childhood.
There are different ways that teachers conceptualize the topic of spirituality and its
inclusion in the classroom. Teachers understand spirituality in relation to religion; yet while
religion may first come to mind, spirituality is broader. Results demonstrate that participants
perceive spirituality in relation to community and self-awareness, which can be seen in
classroom values such as kindness and respect. These findings are consistent with the frequent
misuse of religion and spirituality as synonyms (Hage, 2006), definitions of spirituality and
spiritual development that include an awareness of the self in the context of something larger
(Ebstyne King & Benson, 2006; Roehlkepartain et al., 2006), and manifestations of spirituality in
childhood such as connection, identity, and empathy (Hart, 2006; Mata-McMahon et al., 2019).
Teachers in the present study discussed the relationship between spirituality and SEL
competencies (e.g., self-awareness, social awareness), and they explained that spirituality
provides a value system that guides students’ behavior and social-emotional development. This
finding emphasizes the similarities between spirituality and SEL, which is consistent with the
existing literature. Although prior research is limited on this topic, SEL has been recommended
for supporting students’ spiritual development (Mata-McMahon et al., 2019). As a specific
example, programs that improve relationship skills (i.e., a component of SEL), support students’
spiritual development (Kim & Esquivel, 2011). Results of the present study extend this
understanding of the overlap between spirituality and SEL to indicate that spirituality is an
underlying values system that guides the development of social-emotional skills. In other words,
strong spiritual development can help students’ build social-emotional skills.
Further, teachers in the present study incorporate activities in their classrooms to foster
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spiritual development among students. These activities include calming and reflective activities,
such as moments of silence, breathing exercises, and spending time in nature to support spiritual
development. They engage students in activities that promote relationships within the classroom
and with the broader community, such as collaborative learning and community service, to foster
spiritual development as well. This finding is consistent with examples of spirituality in
educational settings. For example, spiritual development in these contexts has been described as
“matters of the heart” (Borgman, 2006, p. 436) and educators have attended to these matters
through engaging students in activities that foster reflection, listening, respect, and relationships
(Bone et al., 2007; Dean Schwartz et al., 2006; Ebstyne King & Benson, 2006; Hart, 2006; Mata,
2014; Mata-McMahon et al., 2019). The ways that educators incorporate spirituality in the
classroom are important due to the established relationship between spirituality and resilience for
youth. Spirituality can promote resilience and protect against negative mental health outcomes,
such as depressive symptoms (Cotton et al., 2005) and anxiety (Davis et al., 2003). It is clear that
although results indicate a hesitancy to directly incorporate or discuss spirituality in the
classroom (i.e., Pushback in the School and Teachers’ Reactions During the Interview
subthemes), teachers do engage students in daily activities that support spiritual development.
Teachers also acknowledged various influences on students’ spiritual development,
including family and cultural backgrounds. They reported that educators also play a role in that
development, especially through fostering relationships across diverse backgrounds and varied
belief systems. This finding acknowledges spirituality as a diversity factor, which is how
spirituality has most often been discussed in the school psychology literature thus far (Parker et
al., 2020). It is important to acknowledge that the results of the present study indicate that despite
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the various influences on spiritual development and diverse spiritual belief systems among
students and families, educators can still foster spiritual development in inclusive ways.
Implications for School Psychologists
Spirituality is infrequently discussed in the field of school psychology, which means
school psychologists may not always feel comfortable with this topic. Therefore, implications of
the present study extend the need that Parker and colleagues (2021) highlighted for explicit
instruction about spirituality in school psychology graduate training programs. In addition to
preparing school psychologists to work with students from diverse spiritual and religious
backgrounds (Parker et al., 2020), school psychologists should understand how spirituality is
related to students’ social-emotional well-being, how it can be fostered in the public school
setting, and how to discuss the topic with other stakeholders (e.g., teachers, administrators,
caregivers) to reduce misconceptions.
Although spirituality is not often explicitly discussed in public schools, the results of this
study suggest that in relation to SEL, teachers perceive that it contributes to students’ overall
well-being, including emotional regulation and positive relationships. This makes sense given
the overlapping constructs of SEL and spirituality that have been identified in previous literature.
For example, researchers have recommended supporting spiritual development through teaching
social and emotional skills (Mata-McMahon et al., 2019) and have explained that SEL programs
contribute to spiritual development by improving relationship skills, for example (Kim &
Esquivel, 2011). Therefore, educators and school-based mental health professionals may see
benefits from intentionally fostering spiritual development in the school setting. These findings
have important implications for school psychologists in their domains of practice related to
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Mental and Behavioral Health Services and Interventions as well as Consultation and
Collaboration (NASP, 2020).
According to the NASP Model for Comprehensive and Integrated School Psychological
Services (2020), school psychologists provide direct services to students in the area of mental
and behavioral health services and interventions. This includes supporting the use of curricula
and interventions that foster students’ SEL (e.g., self-regulation, empathy, healthy decision
making) and supporting the integration of those efforts into the school system through individual
student services and school-wide programming (NASP, 2020). The results of the present study
highlight that teachers believe that supporting students’ SEL in schools includes supporting their
spiritual development. This is consistent with Borgman’s (2006) view that spiritual development
should take place “where children and adolescents are educated,” clear advice that it should be
incorporated in the school setting. Therefore, school psychologists should consider how they can
integrate spirituality into the individual and systems-level mental and behavioral health services
they provide to students.
One clear way for school psychologists to include this in their practice is through
consultation and collaboration. According to the NASP Practice Model (2020), school
psychologists collaborate with various stakeholders and consult with other professionals to
improve practices as well as advocate for necessary change across classrooms, schools, and
districts, and at the state and national levels. Given the results of the present study, school
psychologists can communicate and collaborate with teachers, administrators, and community
members to improve the integration of spirituality and SEL in the classroom to support students’
well-being. Specifically, school psychologists can consult with teachers to facilitate classroom
activities that support SEL and spiritual development. Additionally, school psychologists can
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advocate for sharing accurate information about spirituality with administrators and community
members to debunk misinformation and increase support for incorporating this topic in the
public school setting. School psychologists can also advocate to administrators and policymakers at the state and national levels to increase the availability of mental health resources for
students and educators to promote well-being in schools.
Limitations and Future Directions
Limitations
Potential limitations of the results of this study are related to conducting interviews via
Zoom, limited diversity among participants, and the focus on teacher perspectives only. While
there are a number of benefits to collecting data by interviewing participants via Zoom (e.g.,
safety during the COVID-19 pandemic, increased geographic diversity), there are potential
drawbacks. Namely, the virtual interview format may have led to less depth in participant
responses. I attempted to build rapport with each participant at the beginning of the interview;
however, on average, the interviews were shorter than expected. This may be attributed to
participants providing less rich information due to the virtual format of the interviews.
Another limitation of this study is that while participants’ professional characteristics
(e.g., teaching experience, geographic location) were relatively varied, the majority of the sample
identified as White, female, and Christian. Therefore, it is important to note that the opinions and
experiences provided here are largely from a limited perspective and may not represent the
opinions and experiences of individuals from other backgrounds. Particularly given the focus on
spirituality in the current study, it would have been valuable to include the perspectives of more
participants with varied religious or spiritual orientations, as the majority of participants in the
current study provided a Christian point of view.
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Additionally, the focus of the present study was on teachers’ perspectives only. While
this perspective is important given the amount of time teachers spend with students each day, the
topic of SEL and spirituality in the school setting is complex, and there are various other
stakeholders. Therefore, the results of the current study provide an important, although
incomplete view of SEL and spirituality in the public school classroom. Administrators’,
students’, parents’, and community members’ perspectives would also be valuable in better
understanding this complex topic.
Future Directions
The results of the current study highlight the importance of promoting mental health in
our school communities, among both students and teachers. Future research should further
investigate the social-emotional needs of students and teachers at the present time and evaluate
the interventions and resources provided to meet those needs. For instance, although examining
teachers’ mental health was not an explicit aim of the current study, results suggest that teachers
believe it is an important aspect of discussing students’ social-emotional well-being. Participants
mentioned various ways in which their school administrators are or should be supporting
teachers’ mental health, and it would be interesting to better understand the impact of those
efforts.
Future research should also further explore the impact of the current sociocultural context
on students’ and teachers’ mental health as well as community members’ views of what should
be included in the public school setting. Again, while the current study did not set out to examine
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 2021 Olympic Games, or the national debate
regarding SEL, it became apparent that it is impossible to separate these current events from
discussions about students’ social-emotional well-being. Results suggest that current events have
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impacted mental health and well-being in both positive (e.g., influence of 2021 Olympic Games)
and negative (e.g., influence of COVID-19 pandemic) ways. It would be interesting to better
understand the impacts of those events on students’ mental health needs and the ways educators
and school-based mental health providers can provide support.
Additionally, future research should explore other perspectives on the topic of SEL,
spirituality, and students’ well-being in the public school setting. The current study explored
only teachers’ perspectives of this topic. While that perspective is particularly valuable given the
amount of time they spend with students each day, this topic is complex. As the results of the
current study indicate, administrators’, parents’, and community members’ perspectives play an
important role in what teachers decide to do within their classrooms. Therefore, better
understanding these various points of view can help inform the integration of SEL and
spirituality in school-based programs and the ways these skills are supported by educators.
Further, it is important to acknowledge that the student perspective is also valuable, and future
research examining SEL, spirituality, and student well-being should incorporate their voices as
well.

66
References
Baker, C. N., Peele, H., Daniels, M., Saybe, M., Whalen, K., Overstreet, S., & The New Orleans
Trauma-Informed Schools Learning Collaborative. (2021). The experience of COVID-19
and its impact on teachers’ mental health, coping, and teaching. School Psychology
Review, 50(4). 491-504. https://doi.org/10.1080/2372966X.2020.1855473
Bernal, G., & Scharrón-del-Río, M. R. (2001). Are empirically supported treatments valid for
ethnic minorities? Toward an alternative approach for treatment research. Cultural
Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology, 7(4), 328–342. https://doi.org/10.1037/10999809.7.4.328
Bernard, H. R. (2006). Research methods in anthropology: Qualitative and quantitative
approaches (4th ed). AltaMira Press.
Birt, L., Scott, S., Cavers, D., Campbell, C., & Walter, F. (2016). Member checking: A tool to
enhance trustworthiness or merely a nod to validation? Qualitative Health Research,
26(13), 1802–1811. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732316654870
Bone, J., Cullen, J., & Loveridge, J. (2007). Everyday spiritualty: An aspect of the holistic
curriculum in action. Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 8(4), 344-354.
http://dx.doi.org/10.2304/ciec.2007.8.4.344
Borgman, D. (2006). Bridging the gap: From social science to congregations, researchers to
practitioners. In E. C. Roehlkepartain, P. E. King, L. Wagener, & P. L. Benson (Eds.),
The Handbook of Spiritual Development in Childhood and Adolescence (pp. 435-444).
Sage Publications, Inc.
Braun, V. & Clarke, V. (2006) Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in
Psychology, 3, 77-101.

67
Bronfenbrenner, U. (1986). Ecology of the family as a context for human development: Research
perspectives. Developmental Psychology, 22(6), 723-742.
Cervantes, J. M., & Parham, T. A. (2005). Toward a meaningful spirituality for people of color:
Lessons for the counseling practitioner. Cultural Diversity and Ethnic Minority
Psychology, 11(1), 69–81. https://doi.org/10.1037/1099-9809.11.1.69
Charmaz, K. (2008). Grounded theory as an emergent method. In S. N. Hesse-Biber & P. Leavy
(Eds.)., Handbook of Emergent Methods (pp. 155-172). The Guilford Press.
Clarke, V. & Braun, V. (2013) Teaching thematic analysis: Overcoming challenges and
developing strategies for effective learning. The Psychologist, 26(2), 120-123. Retrieved
from http://eprints.uwe.ac.uk/21155/
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (2020). CASEL’s SEL framework:
What are the core competence areas and where are they promoted? [PDF file]. Retrieved
from https://casel.org/casel-sel-framework-11-2020/
Cotton, S. Larkin, E., Hoopes, A., Cromer, B. A., & Rosenthal, S. L. (2005). The impact of
adolescent spirituality on depressive symptoms and health risk behaviors. Journal of
Adolescent Health, 36(6), 529. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2004.07.017
Crawford, E., O’Dougherty Wright, M., & Masten, A. S. (2006). Resilience and spirituality in
youth. In E. C. Roehlkepartain, P. E. King, L. Wagener, & P. L. Benson (Eds.), The
Handbook of Spiritual Development in Childhood and Adolescence (pp. 355-370). Sage
Publications, Inc.
Davis, T. L., Kerr, B. A., & Robinson Kurpius, S. E. (2003). Meaning, purpose, and religiosity in
at-risk youth: The relationship between anxiety and spirituality. Journal of Psychology
and Theology, 31(4). 356-365.

68
Dean Schwartz, K., Bukowski, W. M., & Aoki, W. T. (2006). Mentors, friends, and gurus: Peer
and nonparent influences on spiritual development. In E. C. Roehlkepartain, P. E. King,
L. Wagener, & P. L. Benson (Eds.), The Handbook of Spiritual Development in
Childhood and Adolescence (pp. 310-323). Sage Publications, Inc.
Durlak, J. A., Weissberg, R. P., Dymnicki, A. B., Taylor, R. D., & Schellinger, K. B. (2011). The
Impact of Enhancing Students’ Social and Emotional Learning: A Meta-Analysis of
School-Based Universal Interventions: Social and Emotional Learning. Child
Development, 82(1), 405–432. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01564.x
Dworkin, S. L. (2012). Sample size policy for qualitative studies using in-depth interviews.
Archives of Sexual Behavior, 41(6), 1319–1320. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-0120016-6
Ebstyne King, P. & Benson, P. L. (2006). Spiritual development and adolescent well-being and
thriving. In E. C. Roehlkepartain, P. E. King, L. Wagener, & P. L. Benson (Eds.), The
Handbook of Spiritual Development in Childhood and Adolescence (pp. 384-398). Sage
Publications, Inc.
Graneheim, U. H. & Lundman, B. (2004). Qualitative content analysis in nursing research:
Concepts, procedures and measures to achieve trustworthiness. Nurse Education Today,
24, 105-112. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2003.10.001
Greenberg, M. T., Kusche, C. A., Cook, E. T., & Quamma, J. P. (1995). Promoting emotional
competence in school-aged children: The effects of the PATHS curriculum. Development
and Psychopathology, 7(1), 117–136. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579400006374

69
Guest, G., Bunce, A., & Johnson, L. (2006). How many interviews are enough?: An experiment
with data saturation and variability. Field Methods, 18(1), 59–82.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X05279903
Hage, S. M. (2006). A closer look at the role of spirituality in psychology training programs.
Professional Psychology: Research and Practice, 37(3), 303–310.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0735-7028.37.3.303
Hart, T. (2006). Spiritual experiences and capacities of children and youth. In E. C.
Roehlkepartain, P. E. King, L. Wagener, & P. L. Benson (Eds.), The Handbook of
Spiritual Development in Childhood and Adolescence (pp. 163-178). Sage Publications,
Inc.
Hawkins, J. D., Kosterman, R., Catalano, R. F., Hill, K. G., & Abbott, R. D. (2008). Effects of
social development intervention in childhood 15 years later. Archives of Pediatrics &
Adolescent Medicine, 162(12), 1133-1141. https://doi.org/10.1001/archpedi.162.12.1133
Hsiung, P. (2008). Teaching reflexivity in qualitative interviewing. Teaching Sociology, 36(3),
211–226. https://doi.org/10.1177/0092055X0803600302
Ingersoll, R. E., & Bauer, A. L. (2004). An Integral Approach to Spiritual Wellness in School
Counseling Settings. Professional School Counseling; Alexandria, 7(5), 301–308.
Jones, D. E., Greenberg, M., & Crowley, M. (2015). Early social-emotional functioning and
public health: The relationship between kindergarten social competence and future
wellness. American Journal of Public Health, 105(11), 2283–2290.
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2015.302630

70
Kelley, B. S. & Miller, L. (2007). Life satisfaction and spirituality in adolescents. In R. L.
Piedmont (Ed.), Research in the Social Scientific Study of Religion (Vol. 18, pp. 233261). Brill.
Kim, S., & Esquivel, G. B. (2011). Adolescent spirituality and resilience: Theory, research, and
educational practices. Psychology in the Schools, 48(7), 755–765.
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.20582
Kim, Y. & Seidlitz, L. (2002). Spirituality moderates the effect of stress on emotional and
physical adjustment. Personality and Individual Differences, 32(8), 1377-1390.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0191-8869(01)00128-3
Kingkade, T. & Hixenbaugh, M. (2021, November). Parents protesting ‘critical race theory’
identify another target: Mental health programs. NBC News.
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/parents-protesting-critical-race-theory-identifynew-target-mental-hea-rcna4991
Kor, A., Pirutinsky, S., Mikulincer, M., Shoshani, A., & Miller, L. (2019). A longitudinal study
of spirituality, character strengths, subjective well-being, and prosociality in middle
school adolescents. Frontiers in Psychology, 10, 377.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00377
Lewy, S., & Betty, S. (2007). How to expose fourth and fifth graders to religion and spirituality
in a public school classroom. International Journal of Children’s Spirituality, 12(3), 325–
330. https://doi.org/10.1080/13644360701714993
Mata, J. (2014). Sharing my journey and opening spaces: Spirituality in the classroom.
International Journal of Children’s Spirituality, 19(2), 112-122.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1364436X.2014.922464

71
Mata-McMahon, J., Haslip, M. J., & Schein, D. L. (2019). Early childhood educators’
perceptions of nurturing spirituality in secular settings. Early Child Development and
Care, 189(14), 2233-2251. https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2018.1445734
Morse, J. M. (2000). Determining sample size. Qualitative Health Research, 10(1), 3–5.
https://doi.org/10.1177/104973200129118183
Morse, J. M. (2003). A review committee's guide to evaluating qualitative proposal. Qualitative
Health Research, 13(6), 833-851.
Naderifar, M., Goli, H., & Ghaljaie, F. (2017). Snowball sampling: A purposeful method of
sampling in qualitative research. Strides in Development of Medical Education, 14(3).
https://dx.doi.org/10.5812/sdme.67670
National Association of School Psychologists. (2020). The Professional Standards of the
National Association of School Psychologists [PDF]. Retrieved from
https://www.nasponline.org/standards-and-certification/nasp-practice-model
National Association of School Psychologists. (2021). Improving School and Student Outcomes:
The Importance of Addressing the Shortages in School Psychology [handout]. Retrieved
from https://www.nasponline.org/research-and-policy/policy-priorities/critical-policyissues/shortage-of-school-psychologists
Patrick, S. W., Henkhaus, L. E., Zickafoose, J. S., Lovell, K., Halvorson, A., Loch, S., Letterie,
M., & Davis, M. M. (2020). Well-being of parents and children during the COVID-19
pandemic: A national survey. Pediatrics, 146(4), https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2020016824
Park, A. (2021, August). How the Tokyo Olympics changed the conversation about athlete’s
mental health. TIME. https://time.com/6088078/mental-health-olympics-simone-biles/

72
Parker, J. S., Murray, K., Boegel, R., Slough, M., Purvis, L., & Geiling, C. (2021). An
exploratory study of school psychology students’ perceptions of religious and spiritual
diversity training in their graduate programs. Contemporary School Psychology.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40688-021-00396-z
Parker, J. S., Fulmore, K., Marano, E., Schulze, M., Anderson, J., & Manderfield, C. (2020).
Religion and spirituality as diversity topics in school psychology publications: A content
analysis of school psychology journals. Contemporary School Psychology,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40688-019-00271-y
Patton, M. Q. (1999). Enhancing the quality and credibility of qualitative analysis. HSR: Health
Services Research, 34(5), Part II, 1189-1208.
Roehlkepartain, E. C., Benson, P. L., Ebstyne King, P., & Wagener, L. M. (2006). Spiritual
development in childhood and adolescence: Moving to the scientific mainstream. In E. C.
Roehlkepartain, P. E. King, L. Wagener, & P. L. Benson (Eds.), The Handbook of
Spiritual Development in Childhood and Adolescence (pp. 1-16). Sage Publications, Inc.
Saunders, B., Sim, J., Kingstone, T., Baker, S., Waterfield, J., Bartlam, B., Burroughs, H., &
Jinks, C. (2018). Saturation in qualitative research: Exploring its conceptualization and
operationalization. Quality & Quantity, 52(4), 1893–1907.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-017-0574-8
Styck, K. M., Malecki, C. K., Ogg, J., & Demaray, M. K. (2021). Measuring COVID-19 related
stress among 4th through 12th grade students. School Psychology Review, 50(4). 530-545.
https://doi.org/10.1080/2372966X.2020.1857658
Taylor, R. D., Oberle, E., Durlak, J. A., & Weissberg, R. P. (2017). Promoting positive youth
development through school-based social and emotional learning interventions: A meta-

73
analysis of follow-up effects. Child Development, 88(4), 1156–1171.
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12864
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2021). U.S. Surgeon General Issues Advisory
on Youth Mental Health Crisis Further Exposed by COVID-19 Pandemic. December 7,
2021. https://www.hhs.gov/about/news/2021/12/07/us-surgeon-general-issues-advisoryon-youth-mental-health-crisis-further-exposed-by-covid-19-pandemic.html
Will, M. (2021, September). Teachers are not OK, even though we need them to be.
EducationWeek. https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/teachers-are-not-ok-eventhough-we-need-them-to-be/2021/09

74
Appendix A: Recruitment Materials
Personal Facebook Post: What are teacher’s perspectives of social-emotional learning and
spirituality? I’m looking for K-12 public educators to participate in a new exciting research
study! Participants must be current K-12 public educators. You may be ineligible if we have a
personal (rather than professional) relationship or if you currently teach on a tribal reservation.
Please complete the quick eligibility survey at the link below if you are interested in
participating. Please share with fellow educators! Thank you! https://tinyurl.com/2urmp5jc

Flyer: To be included in personal Facebook post and posted on CRESP Lab Facebook and
Twitter accounts
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Appendix B: Eligibility Survey
Thank you for your interest in participating in this study about social-emotional learning and
spirituality in the public school setting. The purpose of this brief survey is to determine if you are
eligible to participate. No information you share on this survey will be included in the results of
the research study, and your responses will be destroyed after eligibility determination is made.
Your responses will be collected via the internet, and no guarantee can be made regarding the
interception of data by any third party. Confidentiality will be maintained to the degree permitted
by the technology used. Participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw at any time without
penalty. There is no reward for completing this survey, and any risks associated with completing
the survey do not exceed those of daily life. The survey should take about 5 minutes to complete.
After completing this survey, you may be invited by the researcher to schedule a 45-60 minute
interview conducted over Zoom to share your perspectives about spirituality, social-emotional
learning, and the relationship between these concepts in the public school setting.
For further information regarding this research, please contact me at
amy.violante@umontana.edu or my supervisor, Dr. Anisa Goforth at
anisa.goforth@umontana.edu.
By typing my name below, I confirm that I have read this form and decided that I will participate
in the survey described above. Its general purpose and possible risks have been explained to my
satisfaction. I understand that I can discontinue participation at any time. My consent also
indicates that I am at least 18 years of age.
[type name here]
Question 1: Are you currently a K-12 teacher? [yes/no]
Question 2: Do you currently teach at a public school in the United States? [yes/no]
Question 3: Do you currently teach at a school on a tribal reservation? [yes/no]
Question 4: Do you speak English? [yes/no]
Question 5: Please describe your relationship, if any, with the project investigator, Amy
Violante. [type here]
Question 6: What is your email address? This is how you will be contacted by the researcher if
you are eligible to schedule an interview. [type here]
End of Survey Message: Thank you for completing this eligibility survey! Your responses have
been recorded. If you are eligible to participate, you will be contacted at the email address you
provided about scheduling an interview. Please contact the researcher at
amy.violante@umontana.edu with any questions.
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Appendix C: Informed Consent
Part 1: Participant Information and Informed Consent
Title: A Qualitative Examination of Teachers’ Perspectives of Social-Emotional Learning and
Spirituality in the Public School Setting
Sponsors: APF COGDOP Scholarship and NASP Graduate Student Research Grant
Investigator: Amy Violante, Graduate Student in School Psychology
Supervisor: Dr. Anisa Goforth, Associate Professor of Psychology, 406-243-2917
University of Montana, 32 Campus Drive, Missoula, MT 59812
Inclusion Criteria: You must be 18 years or older and currently a K-12 public school teacher in
the United States in order to be eligible for participation in this study.
Exclusion Criteria: You may be ineligible for participation in this study if you have a personal
relationship with the primary investigator, if you work on a tribal reservation, or if you do not
speak English.
Purpose: You are being asked to participate in an interview conducted via Zoom regarding
social-emotional learning and spirituality in the public school setting. The goal of this study is to
better understand how SEL can be used to promote spiritual development and resilience among
students in the classroom. Prior to completing the interview, you are being asked to complete an
online demographics questionnaire, with information about your background and teaching
experience. You will also be asked to submit your contact information, in order to be contacted
by the researcher to schedule an interview.
Procedures: On the online questionnaire, you will be asked to answer demographic questions
about yourself and your teaching experience. You will also be asked to submit your contact
information, in order to be contacted by the researcher to schedule an interview after you submit
this questionnaire. We expect your participation in this questionnaire to take approximately 10
minutes. You have the option to not respond to any questions that you choose. During the
interview, you will be asked to discuss topics such as what spirituality and social-emotional
learning mean to you, what they look like in the classroom, and how they are related. This
discussion will be recorded and later coded for analysis. We expect your participation to take
approximately 60 minutes. After the analysis process, you may be invited to provide feedback on
the resulting themes.
Payment for Participation: You will receive a $20 Amazon gift card for your participation in
an interview.
Risks/Discomforts: Risks associated with participation in the questionnaire survey do not
exceed those of daily life. We anticipate that participation in the interview involves minimal risk.
You may feel uncomfortable having your interview recorded. This discomfort typically goes
away quickly. You have the right to withdraw your participation at any time without penalty.
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Benefits: Although you may not directly benefit from taking part in this study, your participation
may help provide valuable information to the field of school-based mental health for students.
Confidentiality: Your records will be kept confidential and will not be released without your
consent except as required by law. Your name will not be used in reporting any results from the
interview. Any information that you provide will be reported in the aggregate, and your
information will not be identifiable. Data will be stored in a locked file cabinet, passwordprotected university cloud storage, and/or a password-protected computer. Further, no guarantee
can be made regarding the interception of data sent via the internet by any third party.
Confidentiality will be maintained to the extent permitted by the technology used.
Voluntary Participation/Withdrawal: Your participation is voluntary. If you decide to
participate, you are free to withdraw your consent and discontinue participation at any time
without penalty.
Future Research: Identifiers might be removed from the identifiable private information and
could then be used for future research studies or distributed to another investigator for future
research studies without additional informed consent from you.
Questions: If you have any questions about the research now, during, or after the study, contact
Amy Violante at amy.violante@umontana.edu. If you have any questions regarding your rights
as a participant, you may contact the University of Montana institutional Review Board (IRB) at
406-243-6672.
Statement of Consent: I have read the above description of this research study. I have been
informed of the risks and benefits involved, and all my questions have been answered to my
satisfaction. Furthermore, I have been assured that a member of the research team will also
answer any future questions I may have. I voluntarily agree to take part in this study. I
understand that I am able to keep a copy of this consent form for my records.
Statement of Consent to be Recorded: I understand that the interview will be recorded in order
to be transcribed and analyzed. I understand that the recording will be destroyed following data
analysis.
I agree with the statements of consent above and wish to participate in this research project.
[Required yes/no response; If yes, proceed to demographic questions. If no, end survey.]
Part 2: Demographic Questions
1. What is your age?
a. [type here]
2. What is your gender?
a. Female
b. Male
c. Non-binary/Genderqueer
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d. Other: [type here]
e. Prefer not to respond
3. What is your race/ethnicity? (check all that apply)
a. African American/Black
b. American Indian/Alaskan Native
c. Asian
d. Hispanic/Latinx
e. Multiracial
f. Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander
g. White
h. If identified as American Indian/Alaskan Native or Native Hawaiian/Pacific
Islander, which tribe(s) do you affiliate with: [type here]
4. What is your religious or spiritual orientation?
a. [type here]
5. What is the highest degree or level of school you have completed?
a. High school/GED
b. Some college or Associate’s degree
c. Trade/technical/vocational training
d. Bachelor’s degree
e. Master’s degree
f. Doctoral degree
6. What is your average annual household income?
a. [type here]
7. How many years have you been a classroom teacher?
a. [type here]
8. What grade level(s) do you currently teach?
a. [type here]
9. What subject(s) do you currently teach?
a. [type here]
10. Have you previously taught any other grade level(s) or subject(s)?
a. No
b. Yes. I previously taught: [type here]
11. In which U.S. state do you currently teach?
a. [type here]
12. The school I currently teach at is best described as:
a. Urban
b. Suburban
c. Rural
13. In order to be contacted to schedule an interview, you must provide your email address:
[type here]
14. What day(s)/time(s) work best for you to schedule an interview?
Part 3: Automatic Response after Questionnaire Submission
Thank you for submitting this demographics questionnaire! You will be contacted by the
researcher via email soon to schedule a Zoom interview. Please contact
amy.violante@umontana.edu with any questions.
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Appendix D: Semi-Structured Interview Guide
Guided Interview Script for K-12 Public School Teachers
The following statements and questions reflect topical areas to be addressed by the interviewer.
Due to the nature of conducting a semi-structured interview, guiding topics offer the flexibility
needed to pursue lines of discussion that emerge in the conversation. The interview will
commence with an initial statement, listed below, and then address the topical areas.
Beginning of Interview Script:
Thanks again for taking time out of your day to speak with me. I know that you have already
indicated your interest in discussing spirituality and social-emotional learning by completing the
online questionnaire. For approximately the next 45 to 60 minutes, I will be asking you different
questions to learn more about your perspectives of spirituality and social-emotional learning in
the classroom and how these topics are related in the public school setting.
Before we begin, let’s review the informed consent form. The information that you provide
during the interview will be kept confidential. That is, I will make sure that your name is not
linked with any information we share through publications or presentations. I will also be
recording and taking notes to make an accurate record of your perspective. Only members the
research team will have access to the information you share. This information will be kept in
password-protected secured cloud storage. There is no right or wrong answer to the questions
that will be raised; the important thing is that you share your experiences and opinions. Your
participation is voluntary. If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw your consent and
discontinue participation at any time without penalty.
Do you have any questions about the informed consent or how we will be spending the next 45
to 60 minutes?
Topical Areas for Questions:
• Discussion about individual’s perceptions of spirituality and spiritual development
• Discussion about spirituality in educational settings
• Discussion about individuals’ perceptions of social-emotional learning
• Discussion about the relationship between spirituality and social-emotional learning
• Discussion about teachers’ role in supporting students’ social-emotional and/or spiritual
development
• Discussion about spirituality and/or social-emotional learning supporting students’ wellbeing
Interview Warm-Up:
Tell me about how you decided to become an educator.
Main Guiding Questions:
1. What does spirituality mean to you?
2. What does spiritual development look like for children?
3. What does spirituality look like in a public school classroom?
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4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

What does social-emotional learning mean to you?
What does social-emotional development look like for children?
What does social-emotional development look like in a public school classroom?
How are spirituality and social-emotional learning similar and different?
What is the relationship between spirituality and social-emotional learning in the public
school setting?
9. What role do teachers have in supporting students’ spiritual and/or social-emotional
development?
10. Is spirituality and/or social-emotional learning connected to students’ mental health,
academic success, or overall well-being? How?
Ending the Interview:
Thank you again for taking the time to participate in this research. As said before, you are
entitled to a $20 Amazon gift card for your time, which will be emailed to the address you listed
on the online survey. You may be contacted by the researcher after the analysis process inviting
you to provide feedback on the results before conclusions are finalized.
Finally, we want to remind you that your name will be kept confidential and separate from any of
your answers in the interview recording or notes. If at any point you have any questions or are
concerned about your comments being used, please contact the primary investigator, Amy
Violante, at the email address provided in the informed consent. Do you have any questions
before we end? Thank you.

